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INTRODul^ON' 

This book is about the peoples of Ssithidist' Ssifi^ fTiuiuIied/and'* 
fifty million of them. Today they are hostages in the hands of the 
enemy; tomorrow they must be our fellow workers in die building 
of a free world. 


Soon American troops, with those of our brave allies, will fight 
and die to liberate these peoples. But the Japanese arc bending 
every effort to estrange them from us. The record of the region’s 
contacts with the West has made that task all too easy. Even today 
leading statesmen of the colonial powers claim that their soldiers, 
their merchants and industrialists, their civil servants and their 
missionaries have given peace and prosperity to countries which 
before their coming were wretchedly poor and haunted by fear. 
But the soul of man yearns for freedom, and blessings bestowed by 
aliens under the shadow of guns remain unappreciated. There are 
those among the brown and yellow peoples of Eastern Asia who 
understand the values of modern civilization and wish to be identi- 
fied with it in every way. But there are also those who see its 
technical superiority only as a force that threatens all they hold 
dear. For them the white man's prestige rests on his arms and on 
his mastery of their use. The humiliating defeats suffered by the 
Western powers since December 1941 have destroyed much of that 
prestige. 

If East and West are to resume their partnership it will have to 
be on a firmer basis of common purpose. Military power will not be 
so greatly admired by the peoples of tropical Asia when we have 
to use it to bomb their own towns and villages in driving out the 
Japanese. The white man will have to show that the way of life 
which he cherishes and the human relations which he desires to 
create are really superior to those sponsored by the Japanese and 
their dupes, and cannot do this by liberating these countries merely 
to dominate them. 

The old relations between East and West were already in flux; 
crude exploitation and brute force have given way to principles of 
trusteeship, of guardianship, and of voluntary co-operation. The 
progressive application of those principles has been interrupted by 
the war. Now, the campaign of reconquest and the re-establtshment 
of orderly rule provide a unique historical occasion. Here is the 
chance, in one of the world's most important culture areas, to do 
something more than just continue where we left off. We are about 
to enter with purpose and determination a new era of international, 
interracial, and intercultural collaboration. But that is an enterprise 
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which dare not be attempted in a cloud of ignorance and prejudice. 
We, the common people of the West, need to learn much more than 
we now know of the peoples and lands of South-east Asia. 

The region is one of continental plains and table-lands, rugged 
peninsulas and thousands of islands, bounded by China on the 
north, India on the west, Australia on the south, and the trackless 
Pacific on the east. Our forebears thought of it as a sort of outer 
court to Cathay, the Middle Kingdom; they explored the interior 
by following the rivers and the ancient routes of Farther India; they 
quarrelled over the right to trade in the Spice Islands. The region 
includes Burma, only recently a province of India, now a separate 
component of the British empire, with a population of about sixteen 
million; Thailand, better known by its former name, Siam, the only 
independent country of the region, with a population about as large 
as that of Burma; Malaya and the British possessions and protector- 
ates on the island of Borneo, with approximately five and a half 
million people; Indo-China, twenty-four million; the Philippines, 
seventeen million; and the Netherlands Indies, sometimes called 
Indonesia, seventy-one million. The last named area includes Java, 
Sumatra, Celebes, the greater part of Borneo, the Moluccas, 
innumerable smaller islands, part of Timor (the eastern part of 
which belongs to Portugal), and the western half of the huge island 
of New Guinea, 

Four centuries ago this region attracted the attention of the West 
as a source of valuable raw materials. Spices were sought not so 
much for their flavour as for their meat-preserving quality. Gems, 
pearls, ivory, and gold, brought by Arab traders from Farther India, 
had for many centuries found their way to Europe. Often, too, the 
traders brought costly works of art. But now for the first time sturdy 
vessels could make their way around Africa and made possible the 
export of these riches in larger quantities. Soon wares not quite so 
precious became common articles of trade; tea, coffee, coconut, jute 
and other fibres, woods that would take a fine finish, rice and sago, 
skins, and the products of many crafts. Seas which have once more 
become accustomed to the volleys of men-of-war then saw broadsides 
not only from the fleets of nations competing for monopolies but 
also from pirates and adventurers. 

Gradually the great Western powers settled their differences: 
wharves and warehouses rose on beaches once strewn with the 
wreckage of war. Soldiers and sailors elbowed their way through 
streets busy with the traffic of foreign commerce, kept in order by 
agents of the civil government. Homes and churches were built. 
Missionaries sent to convert the “heathen” went inland and dis- 
covered primitive cultures in unspoiled savagery, elaborate Asiatic 
civilizations still flourishing, and the remains of great historic 
epochs. Scientific explorers who followed them traced to their origin 
the glamorous sculptures and rites of palace and temple, took inven- 
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tory of the tropical abundance of field and forest, eventually dug 
up evidence that here may have been the cradle of the human race, 
or at least the home of that branch which, emerging from the foot- 
hills of the Himalayas, later spread over a large part of the vyorld. 

Bjr the end of the nineteenth century, one of the Western colonial 
empires, Spain, was but a memory, and another, Portugal, barely 
retained a foothold. Yet in the Philippine Islands a fragrance of 
Spanish tastes and ideas remains after forty years of American rule, 
and at least one of the major industries still is in Spanish hands. 
The Portuguese, having been the first to arrive, have left a lasting 
imprint on the construction of native ships and on urban architec- 
ture. The Dutch controlled all of the Indies; but their administrative 
machinery had not penetrated very deeply the more recent and less 
exploited of the island acquisitions. The French controlled Cam- 
bodia, Cochin-China, Laos, Annam, and Tonkin, although the latter 
remained for some time under Chinese suzerainty. The British were 
firmly established in Burma, the Malay Peninsula and North 
Borneo, but they, too, continued to rely as much as possible on 
“indirect rule” — often little more than nominal rule of native 
princes. 

The first world war widened the scope of the struggle for colonies 
and brought Japan to the fringe of the region as heir, under a 
League of Nations mandate, to Germany’s scattered island posses- 
sions in the western Pacific. The second world war has given the 
region an entirely new significance. For centuries it was the scene 
of rivalry between the rising empires of the West for the right to 
dominate the declining empires of the East. Now East and West are 
united against a common foe who combines the most cruel features 
of the old despotism with a mastery of modern weapons. Joint inter- 
national purposes now span the globe, transcending former con- 
flicts. For the first time, the democracies of Europe and America 
bring the full force of their liberal traditions to hear upon a contest 
between irreconcilable concepts of human rights and human destiny. 
With victory for the allied cause — which none can doubt — a new 
prospect opens up in South-east Asia. It is one of die great centres of 
military and naval strategy today. Tomorrow it will be one of the 
world centres of social and economic strategy and a testing ground 
of enlightened political principles. 

New Maps for Old 

A few years ago, such a book as this would have had to start with 
a description of the major geographical features of the region which 
we are about to discuss. Today, thanks to the Japanese war lords, 
almost everyone is familiar at least with its location and general 
outlines. 

We have been re-educated in our geographical thinking. Our 
school geographies usually place the continents in the centre of 

ir 


their maps, with margins of ocean around them. We now know that 
the oceans unite; we think in terms of Atlantic and Pacific strategy, 
and not of European, Asiatic, and American strategy. The South 
China Sea, like the Mediterranean and the North Sea, is a body of 
water on which important routes of sea trade meet. Its control 
insures political power. But while former wars in this region have j 
been contests between alien empires, in the present war most of the 
peoples of the region have allied themselves with the protagonists 
of a democratic world order to defeat a return to the rule of force. 

The active phases of war in this region often take place in some 
partly enclosed sea so that the inhabitants of the surrounding coast 
lands become participants or innocent victims of campaigns that 
may have little relation to their own political fortunes. The South ! 
Chma Sea was one of the first maritime regions to feci the brunt of 
the second world war; and with the gathering strength of the United 
Nations it is bound once more to become a major theatre of war. 

Centuries ago this region was the scene of great international j 
events, even though the movement of ships and of men then was, 
compared with that of today, like a camera set for slow motion. 
Mountains, rivers, many brandies of the sea, and a ring of volcanoes 
had created in prehistoric times an almost ideal setting for the ming- 
ling of racial groups and cultures. like a great stage, the region has 
its exits and its entrances. From at least two wings the actors have 
entered it in a succession lasting through centuries. On this stage 
they have fought out and made up their differences. Some of them 
have been driven onto barren mountain ridges and isolated islands. i 

Some, like Thai, the Annamesc, die Javanese, have grown strong ! 

and have incorporated remnants of weaker groups. Some branches 
of the Malay race have ventured to distant lands and there built 
richer civilizations of their own. ; 

The political, boundaries of this region have often changed. The ' 

empires of India and China have swept over it, adding portions of : i 

it to their own realm or retreating and leaving behind peoples witii •{ 

more than a trace of Indian or Chinese blood, and cultures deeply : 

imbued with Indian or Chinese traits. Even in modern times each 
period of famine or unrest in the borderlands of China, Tibet, and 
northern India lias started a trek across the surrounding mountains. ; 

The great ships have disgorged their millions of Asiatic steerage 5 

passengers at the docks of new port cities : Saigor c ’- - ^ 

kok, Rangoon. Africa and western Europe have ■ \ ‘ f 

contributions, and Islam has continued its ancient contact with its 
own former Far Eastern colonies. , 

It is difficult to give such a region or its peoples an inclusive name. * 

The principal native stocks are Malay. They show predominantly 
Mongoloid traits. But some of . them can claim part-Caucasian 
descent; less numerous are the more primitive Negritos and 
Papuans. All these groups and their sub-groups are distributed very 
unevenly, and everywhere intermixed. Negrito and Papuan features 
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are more often seen among isolated island and mountain peoples— 
the former in the Philippines, the latter in the Moluccas, Timor, 
Flores and New Guinea. Comparatively pure Malay arc the Dyaks of 
Borneo, the Bataks of Sumatra, and the older groups of Celebes and 
the Moluccas. 

Despite their many differences, die peoples of South-east Asia 
have a fundamental unity of culture, partly conditioned no doubt 
by the tropical climate or even, in the case of the majority, by a 
remote biological kinship, but mainly because of a similarity in 
social history and economic organization. Dragged into the orbit of 
world economy, forced to abandon many of their accustomed ways, 
some of them are now in a state of cultural ferment, and this the 
present war no doubt is quickening. 

The general reader is perhaps better acquainted with the ancestors 
of the inhabitants of South-east Asia than with the present genera- 
tion. dor their ancient arts and beliefs, the vestiges of their cultural 
heritage have been the subjects of many romantic books. Books tell 
us much about the small remnants of primitive hill people but less 
about the masses of peasants and workers who are not nearly as 
picturesque. Many aspects of the traditional ways of life are, indeed, 
worth knowing because of the light they throw on human nature, 
on the growth and decay of human institutions. We stand in awe 
before the grandeur of the great monuments left behind by peoples 
now represented by only small population groups. We also admire 
the craftsmanship of simple people who, with the tools of former 
ages, still bend the natural materials of their immediate environ- 
ment to their own needs. But all that remains of the past gains even 
greater significance when we study it as the source of living societies, 
as starting points and milestones of human progress. In estimating 
past civilizations we too often substitute palace and temple for the 
huts of the people. Here in tropical Asia we can often see side by 
side the old and the new, the timid beginnings of that way out of 
the jungle which leads to settled community life and the dignity ot 
modern men freely associated for common ends. 

A subconscious search for relief from the more sorry aspects of 
our civilization has made us dwell overmuch on the bronzes of Cam- 
bodia, the brocades of Annam, the music of Java, die temple cere- 
monies of Bali, the Buddhist classics of Burma, the gabled houses 
of the Menangkabau in Sumatra, and odier evidences of great cul- 
ture epochs. The same search has glorified the beauty of the human 
form as seen in the lithe temple dancers or even on the rice 'fields 
and on the roads. We hear much less about the beauty of character, 
of thought, of craftsmanship, displayed by many of the groups now 
on the threshold of modern civilization. CV:!< glories 

of descending old-world cultures we are :!;•::■!«“ ■:<> overlook the 
nascent genius of those who, already on an ascending intermediate 
stage of world culture, are heirs not only of their own past but also 
of ours. 


i3 



Therefore, in this book we shall concern ourselves largely with the 
dynamic of inward growth which so many of these Asiatic peoples 
display, despite their reputation for conservatism and love of tradi- 
tion. Our interest in them is a practical one, for their welfare now 
affects that of people in every part of the world. Their striving for a 
higher plane of existence — not in material comfort alone but also in 
knowledge and artistic creation— is no longer only their own concern 
and that of their rulers. They are our fellow workers in a global 
movement. The Japanese appeal to them as sharers in a common 
past; we appeal to tliem as sharers in a common future. 

With the exception of small groups of political opportunists whom 
Japan has seduced, the people of these lands, about one-fifteenth of 
the world’s population, are our allies in this war, although relatively 
few of them have had the chance to enter into active fighting or 
even to defend their homes against the common enemy. The charac- 
ter of these populations, no less than the region’s material wealth, 
is a vital factor in the prosecution of the war. As the dark cloud 
of enemy occupation is rolled back by the combined effort of many 
nations, there will begin a new chapter in the peace-time relations 
of all these peoples. The day of imperial rivalries in tropical Asia 
is coming to an end; the opportunity for world co-operation in the 
use of the globe’s material resources, in the protection' of its weaker 
population groups, and in the establishment of a vigorous exchange 
of goods and ideas is at hand. South-east Asia, perhaps more than 
any other part of the world, has the chance to become a scene of a 
great experiment in international guardianship. Perhaps more than 
any other region it invites the civilized world to work together for 
the welfare of peoples not yet ready to take their full share in the 
defence and advance of world civilization. 

The emphasis in these pages on internal situations in the society 
of South-east Asia does not indicate a lack of appreciation of the 
importance of its economic relations with the rest of the world but 
is intended merely to balance the excessive attention generally paid 
to the stake other countries have in this region. After all, a demo- 
cratic new world order will have to concern itself first of all with the 
interests of the inhabitants of a given region and not with those of 
their alien rulers or of aliens who carry on business in the region. 

More especially, however, shall wc try to steer a middle course 
between those who discuss the problems of South-east Asia without 
regard for its geographical distinctions— for example, the hot apd 
moist climate of most of it and its influence on man — and those who 
dwell on environmental factors as though they represented so many 
natural barriers to mutual understanding and collaboration. The 
monsoon rains, the dry winds from the Himalayas, the matted forest 
growth, the savage typhoons, the live volcanoes, the deadly swamps 
—all these are not to be under-estimated ^s influences on human 
destiny, but they do not in themselves determine human character. 
Our business will be to look at the peoples as they are to-day. And 
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most of them, we shall find, are already in part emancipated from 
the fetters of their wild environment. Not even the jungle dwellers 
of Malaya are quite as hemmed in by nature today as our novels 
and motion pictures make them out to be. 

Few even of the city dwellers in tropical Asia have as yet grown 
to the full stature of world citizens. Wanting to know these peoples 
as they are, we are concerned not only with their past and present 
contribution to world civilization but also — and perhaps even more 
— with those nascent abilities which circumstances have not yet 
enabled them to unfold. What happens when the simple Filipmo 
peasant, the Javanese plantation worker, the Ambonese soldier, and 
many other groups are brought into contact with this or that aspect 
of modern civilization? 

First, Ask the Right Questions 

This book, in short, is intended to give some of the information 
which an intelligent world citizen will wish to have if he is to think 
realistically of the political future of tropical Asia. It is not intended 
to give all the answers. Indeed, until we have the help of the in- 
digenous peoples themselves, until we have expressions of their ex- 
periences and desires through organized channels of representative 
public opinion, we are hardly in a position even to ask all tire per- 
tinent questions. 

There is sometimes, even among persons who have lived in tropi- 
cal Asia, only the vaguest appreciation of the difficulty of adjusting 
a traditional Oriental way of life to the requirements of a modem 
industry or a modem urban environment. Tire difficulty is even 
greater, of course, when we ask ourselves what is required to adjust 
such tribal cultures as those of the Indo-Chinese borderlands, 
hitherto able to survive only because they were somewhat cut off 
from the main avenues of world intercourse, to an intricate series 
of modern international connections and influences. One need only 
think of the recent history of Japan to recognize how much more 
is involved than just learning some new skills or acquiring an ink- 
ling of the natural sciences. There must be changes in attitude, too, 
and these are all the more difficult when the advantages of innova- 
tions are by no means clear to the people. 

In most of South-east Asia, centuries of despotic rule have stunted 
any sense of social responsibility beyond the confines of family and 
tribe; in more favourable circumstances this might have grown into 
something akin to a sense of citizenship. Nor have contacts with the 
international world of modem civilization favoured a rapid expan- 
sion of the individual’s sense of social obligation. Disregard for the 
welfare of wage-earners and share-cropping cultivators of commer- 
cial crops was the rule not so long ago m the large’ economic enter- 
prises or the tropics. Increased participation in world economy meant 
an increased scramble for land and, among the disinherited, for 
jobs. Use of money, at first a pleasing key to new pleasures hitherto 
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undreamed of, brought new, utterly incomprehensible, hazards. 
What could a rice grower in Cochin-China do when a shift on the 
Paris exchange suddenly depreciated the money which he had re- 
ceived for his crop? What could an Indonesian rubber-grower do 
when a new agreement among the large producers suddenly closed 
to him a market on which he had long relied? Only the speculator 
benefits from price fluctuations, and he is usually a foreigner. Even 
the relatively large Filipino, Thai, or Indonesian grower who con- 
sidered himself a member of the commercial world community did 
not know wh 1 ' ' . to him when dealers in Amsterdam 

or elsewhere , d the price of leaf tobacco to get rid 

of old stocks, or when American cotton-seed growers got Congress to 
raise the tariff on coconut oil. Population groups which only recently 
had carried the brunt of economic unfreedom could not, when the 
world economic depression began in 1931, feel that they had a com- 
mon cause with the large foreign enterprises, even though the more 
had feebly tried to protect them. Some of them, 
oming absorbed in a world economic system, 
drifted back to the relative security of their tribal and local associa- 
tions-~even to barter and abstention from the use of imported com- 
modities. The native side of South-east Asia’s dual economy took 
on new life. 

No proposal for the future of South-east Asia has much value 
that does not recognise the pluralistic character of society in the 
Asiatic tropics, and the hold of tradition on the various segments of 
that society. Their divisions of language, of customs, of religious 
beliefs may seem relatively unimportant to the military adminis- 
trator, the politician, or to the industrial manager who has to work 
with mixed groups; similarity in conditions and the same disciplines 
will keep even a heterogeneous group of people in step. But each 
group carries with it into the modern setting its own attitudes 
shaped by past experience. Its response to one wage incentive or 
another, to one form of treatment or another, to one kind of environ- 
ment or another, will he characteristically its own. 

Before setting out on any elaborate project for political or 
economic reconstruction in South-east Asia, Occidentals would also 
do well to re-examine their own views as to the nature of the in- 
digenous populations. Behind the reference to the hundred and fifty 
million as an “oriental society” there may hide a good deal of mis- 
understanding, even prejudice. Peoples of Malay or kindred origin 
often are pictured in travel accounts as happy and childlike. More 
than one writer has told us that the natives of the Asiatic tropics 
do not desire a life much different from that which they now live, 
that their standards of living seem low to us only because we do not 
understand how little material comfort they require. Observed in- 
adequacies in their economic and social behaviour, always from a 
Western point of view, are explained as deficiencies in racial char- 
acter or sometimes, more charitably, as effects of the hot climate; 
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but no mention is made of the net effect on social attitudes of cen- 
turies of oppression. 

The ease with which these people have been subjected by the 
Japanese, and in former times by other Asiatics and by Europeans, 
may be a sign that they are physically inferior to the hardier stocks 
bred in dry or temperate climes. But we must not forget that, in 
every case the contest was an uneven one : the conqueror invariably 
had better weapons, and the superiority of Hindu, Arab, Chinese, 
and Western civilizations was not in physical endurance but in the 
application of greater science to the arts of war. Where attention 
has been paid to the nutrition and health of native troops, as for 
example in the Philippines, they have shown an extraordinary 
sturdiness under adverse conditions. 

A peculiar contradiction sometimes characterizes descriptions of 
these peoples ; on the one hand we are told that they are so peace- 
loving and indolent that they could never be made into a first-rate 
army. But we are also told that foreign rule over them is necessary 
because without the imposition of superior force to keep them at 
peace, they would soon be engaged in armed strife with their neigh- 
bour*? anci with each other. In pre-colonial days, warlike conflicts 
in tropical Asia, as in other parts of the Pacific, often resulted from 
competition for land. In particular, the peoples of the arid high- 
lands bred too fast to be supported by the natural resources avail- 
able to diem. The land they fought for was not always the most 
fertile but always that most favourable to their accustomed occupa- 
tions. The relatively primitive conditions that make for such com- 
petition and wars have given way, in the greater part of South-east 
Asia, to permanent agricultural settlement and to a general accept- 
ance of law as the guarantor of peace. Settled peasants throughout 
the world love peace. Over-population, unless encouraged in the 
interest of an aggressive tribal leadership, finds its outlet in inten- 
sified production, in migration, and here and there in planned re- 
settlement. 

For the most part the peoples of South-east Asia arc in a transi- 
tional stage between a backward-looking pre-industrial and a for- 
ward-looking technically equipped civilization. In that stage many 
of the mental attributes formerly observed are undergoing, change, 
many of the fears and hopes have taken on a changed complexion. 
Their minds are more flexible; and those Occidentals who sincerely 
wish to help them in their difficult adjustment to the integrated 
world community of the new era will find the native people respon- 
sive even where m outward appearance they seem conservative and 
aloof. But that help, whether given by the Occidental trustees of a 
given dependency or by members of the larger world citizenry, must 
be based on understanding and on mutuality. 

For many of the Asiatics now under the heel of Japan the war 
of liberation will provide a harsh experience in mental growth. On 
them will fall the responsibility not only for some of the fighting, 


but especially also for the maintenance of order and the salvage 
of lives and property. Already, some of their rulers have admitted 
members of the indigenous community to services long withheld 
from them. When all are helpless before a strong foe, supposed 
differences in innate abilities fade away; real ability alone holds 
authority. No doubt, the unschooled peasants of the Asiatic tropics 
need us in their struggle for freedom; but we should not forget that 
we need them, too. 


PART I. — IN FORESTS AND FIELDS 

CHAPTER II 

OF MANY ROOTS 

The law of the survival of the fittest operates in both primitive 
and advanced societies. If the Dyaks and the Javanese today differ 
greatly from each other it must he partly because for some 
hundreds of years the sort of Malay who could lead in battle and 
secure a large number of enemy heads would have been a misfit 
in the best Javanese circles. He might even have become an outcast 
and ended his days as a homeless wanderer. Among the Dyaks, on 
the other hand, a Javanese — or, what comes to the same thing, a 
coast Malay — who was wise in counsel but slow in action, whose 
comfort and efficiency depended on many little things which the 
forest does not afford, and whose talents as a craftsman had found 
no suitable materials to work upon — such a man might in vain ask 
for the hand of an eligible maiden. He might even be ostracized 
and die without leaving either fortune or heirs. 

These, you may say, are mere speculations. Let us look, then, at. 
some of the evidence of die remarkable adaptations of ethnic 
groups in diis region to the setting which nature provides for them. 

For our first sample we might take the P’u-Noi, a mountain 
tribe in the Phong Saly area of Indo-China. There are only ten or 
fifteen thousand of them, distributed through some forty villages 
and over an area of about twenty-five square miles. There, an almost 
complete isolation, they carry on their traditional way of life. They 
are said to have lived at one time on the upper Mekong, in a 
Burman kingdom. But when the Chinese invaded their former 
home, they fled. They are the remnant of a group that was much 
larger, but they have never had a chance to increase again because 
their neighbours — the Burmans, the Laos, the Annamites, and 
others — were constantly at war with them and with each other, so 
that the P’u-Noi barely escaped annihilation. Their present physical 
characteristics reflect their survival by flight and their ability — at 
least that of the surviving remnant — to adapt themselves to less and 
less favourable conditions. They are sturdy, short, and able to carry 



heavier loads than almost any other tribal group in that part of 
the world. Survival by escape is reflected also, of course, in their 
way of living. Travellers have observed that their women are more 
timid than those of the neighbouring groups, When a stranger 
enters their village, they make oif in a body. Yet their villages are 
larger and more easily defended than most villages of that region’s 
uncivilized tribes. Their houses are built on stilts, though they are 
high up in the mountains where there is no danger of floods; 
indeed, lumber for building often has to-be carried up from below. 

Much the same thing may be heard about the Moi of Indo- 
China. They, too, have taken refuge in the mountains. Their 
ancestors, according to one authority, have come from the Malay 
Peninsula. Not many years ago they were reported as wearing few 
clothes, as not being over-clean, as building their houses on stilts 
or in trees, and as being altogether “savage.” The Annamites who 
now make up the dominant native population of most of Indo-China 
say of the Moi much the same things that Filipinos say about 
Ifugaos (non-Christian peoples of central and northern Luzon), 
coast Malays about the Dyaks of central Borneo, Burmans about 
Kachins — tne same tilings that Greeks said about the barbarian 
tribes of Macedonia, Romans about Britons, New Yorkers about 
Iroquois, Chinese about Mongols. Always these more primitive 
peoples are hunters who if they go in for agriculture at all do only 
a little of it, afraid to take root in an area from which at any time 
they may be ousted by superior force. Always the “superior” people 
call them savages and deny that they have any culture or religion. 
Like others in the same situation, the Moi were hostile when 
strangers from the distant West first penetrated their territory in 
search of treasure. And since their subjection they are reputed to 
be sullen and shy. They are poor and yet unwilling to accept the 
blessings of civilization, unwilling to learn despite their ignorance. 
That is what unsympathetic outsiders say of them — Annamites or 
Chinese or, occasionally, a Frenchman. Some of their equally 
primitive neighbours, the Sedang, the Stieng, the Ruong, at least 
have occasionally rebelled; but the Moi, as one writer says of them, 
“wait for misery, sickness, and alcohol to bring about their ultimate 
extinction.” 

Not knowing the Moi at first hand, one may not quarrel with 
observations such as these. But they are strangely familiar. Native 
peoples disturbed in then accustomed ways of life by a stronger 
power, thrown out of their habitat by the encroachment of foreign 
enterprise, even enslaved or subjected to conditions resembling 
slavery, always have a reputation for lacking spirit. At one time 
anthropologists even invented a new disease for them : la grande 
miser e psychologique. These people just pined away, we were told, 
because they had nothing to live for. 

And yet, the same ethnic groups have shown themselves alto- 
gether adaptable to new circumstances when brought into contact 



with another civilization under conditions that leave them some 
dignity and some hope. On the Chinese side of the border, for 
example, they have responded of late to friendly overtures on the 
part of the national government, a government which has opened 

schools among them and appoin 1 ■ ' rotect them 

against the greed of Chinese land x ‘ , has read of 

the heroism with which whole Moi villages, including the women, 
have helped build and defend the Burma Road. In Indo-China 
there are Moi who, though they have never seen a white man or a 
modern city, take part in the same civilization which we think of 
as our own. And this quite directly, too. We read, for example, of a 
Moi woman who operates a telephone exchange; or of a Moi 
mechanic who finds the leak in an automobile engine and repairs 
it. Moi tribesmen replace the telephone poles knocked down by 
wild elephants. 


Refucees All 

Such a leap over centuries is no longer exceptional. There are 
today in the valleys and coast towns of South-east Asia thousands 
of people whose relatives still live in the mountains very much as 
they did before the coming of the white man. In Farther India 
there are many such tribes. Their languages usually differ from 
valley to valley or, more often, from one plateau to another, for 
they live high up on dre shoulders of a naked mountain where 
their enemies cannot reach them. Although they have almost no 
intercourse with each other, diere are similarities as well as differ- 
ences between the tribes. The reason is that they have all had much 
the same historic experience. They have all, in the course of cen- 
turies, been driven out of larger and richer areas by the expanding 
Chinese empire. This process reached its height tinder the Mongol 
rule and made it possible for Marco Polo in the thirteenth century 
to travel from Peking to central Burma without having to enter an 
alien realm. 

In addition to the Miao (whom- die French call Meos), there are 
the Lolo and the Man peoples. They arrived at different times in 
their present mountain habitats. There was much sporadic fighting, 
bodi among themselves and between them and die Thai and 
Annamites, before they divided into the peculiar mixtures in which 
we now find them. The Man like to build their villages on moun- 
tain slopes, not too far from the valleys where they exchange their 
produce for Tliai-grown rice. The Lolo have more or less come to 
terms with the valley people, too, but most of them continue to 
live in the hills. The Miao, who came last and had to fight hardest 
for survival, stayed in the higher altitudes. 

It has been suggested — for example by die Harvard zoologist, 
Harold J, Coolidge, Jr., who spent some time in the border region 
between China and Indo-China — that this horizontal accommoda- 
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tion, from the fertile valley bottoms to the barren mountain tops, 
represents not so much the result of a struggle for existence (luring 
which the latest comers and the weakest had to take what was left 
over, but rather a voluntary choice: each group made its home 
where the natural conditions were similar to those of the area from 
which it came and in which it knew best how to make a living. 
There may have been some such selective adaptation in the final 
settlement, especially in a tropical region where the differences in 
temperature at various altitudes are very great. But the history of 
human migrations suggests that this is not the full explanation. 
The first few generations of a sturdy mountain people may well 
have preferred the relative hardships of life on their bare hill tops 
to the heat and humidity of the valleys. But unless they could 
keep the valley people in subjection and force them to minister to 
their needs, they must in time, as their numbers grew, have over- 
come their reluctance. After all, these were warrior tribes whom the 
far better equipped Chinese and Mongolian armies had never been 
able entirely to subdue. It is unlikely that they refused for any 
length of time to take advantage of the more luxuriant vegetation 
and the more diversified fauna of the lower slopes and the river 
valleys. That the Thai — themselves descended of hill people— are 
ten times as numerous as the Man or the Miao would seem reason 
enough why we find the former entrenched, along with the Annam- 
ites, wherever the soil is most productive. And it is not surprising 
either that to this day, despite much suffering from diseases caused 
by cold and meagre diet, both the Man and the Miao arc reputed 
to be more vigorous than the two dominant groups which own the 
rich bottom lands. 

If wc go to neighbouring Burma, we find a similar contrast be- 
tween the physical characteristics and the habits of the majority 
and those of the immigrant minorities that live in the hill country. 
Sir James George Scott, an acknowledged authority on the peoples 
of Burma, said of the Kachin that they were “the only tempera- 
mentally war-like race in the province.” (When he wrote, in 1924, 
Burma still was a province of India.) He thought that the British 
Army command during the first world war had made a great mis- 

1 — ingents of this people to Mesopotamia where, 

■ country, a march of only a few miles tired 

them out, whereas at home they could go all day on the steepest 
hills and then sprint the last hundred yards. Another army officer 
of great experience, Major C. M. Enriquez, takes issue with people 
who complain that Kachin, when brought down from the highlands 
and settled among the Shan, are liable to deteriorate through easy 
living in a rich, low-lying country. He is not at all alarmed by the 
prospect— for one thing because, even after three generations of 
Settlement, the lowland Kachin still intermarry with the highland 
Kachin. These Kachin, resettled after their subjugation, like the 
Miao in northern Indo-China, still seem to prefer living on the hill 
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tops. But in their case, too, the difference in climate may not suffice 
to explain their preference for a more difficult way of making their 
living. As for the physical ability of the Kachin settled around 
T . •’ ‘ . ^ 11 ! 1 . * • acquaintance as guerillas when 

of the Burma Road into China, 
pronamy are wining to give mem a flattering testimonial. 

In passing, it may be worth noting that these defenders of one 
of the world’s famous highways once were greatly feared as bandits. 
They levied blackmail on caravans passing between Burma and 
China and exacted fees for the “protection” of Shan villages. The 
recruiting and training of these people, both for the regular army 
and for the policing oi this unruly comer of the British empire, has 
been highly successful. Nevertheless, on the higher levels of this 
mountainous country, where most of them still live, we get the same 
picture that we have of the Miao in Indo-China : that of a minority 
making a last stand in self-defence. Their villages are on exposed 
mountain crests, almost unapproachable by an enemy force; even 
st>, they arc fortified with stockades, the timbers for which must be 
brought up from the woods below. For even greater safety they live 
several families together — that is, in larger kin groups than is usual 
— under one roof. In short, their reported bravery, their preference 
for a fortress-like home environment, and their banditry arc all part 
of the same pattern. They are a refugee people, not strong enough 
numerically (two hundred thousand or less, all told) to invade the 
richer of the Shan states — especially since the latter have come to 
be protected by British arms. The Cham likewise have learned how 
to subsist on barren rocks and heaths where the soil is shallow and 
the undergrowth is thick — land that nobody else wants. 

The Shan people among whom the Kachin have to some extent 
been settled are also an immigrant minority, but a much larger one 
—more than a million strong and about one-tenth of the Burmese 
population. They are racially identical with the Thai of Indo-China 
and Thailand and are related also to a number of minorities in 
China itself, which, under the Ming empire, were driven from their 
homes in the mountainous south-west. Some of these have settled 
on the coast of south China. Some have been driven off the land 
altogether and live on rocky islands off the coast and even on the 
water itself. The famous boat people of Canton are the descendants 
of such a refugee group. Even in Manchu times, right into the 
twentieth century, they were not allowed to own land and so sub- 
sisted as best they could by fishing and piracy, more recently as 
highly efficient mariners and pilots through the mazes of the Pearl 
River delta. There, in a village of these boat people, I witnessed a 
religious ceremony, performed by an itinerant priest or magician 
on a torchlit square. Young men of the local fisher folk who assisted 
him were hypnotized into a state of trance; and the martial gods of 
the people in their ancient mountain home of the distant West were 
called upon to give them strength and prosperity. 
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Sir George Scott says that the Shan are not only identical with 
the Thai but are also of the same stock as the Pai-i, the Moi, the 
Fo, the Han, the Nung-jen, the Ming-sliia, and groups known under 
yet other names. No ethnologist, Chinese or Occidental, has as yet 
been able to disentangle the kinship relations of all these different 

f roups. They have spread from their homeland in Yunnan and 
Kweichow east into Kwangsi and Kwangtung, south into Laos 
(partly in Thailand and partly in Indo-China), and west into the 
Shan states of eastern Burma where, in the seventh century, they 
were combined into a powerful kingdom whence they have re- 
peatedly invaded the lower plains. The Thai of Siam, or Thailand, 
have long been known for their independent character. 

In addition to fairly large and constant migratory movements 
over land and over narrow sea passages, there lias always been in 
South-east Asia a sprinkling of maritime contacts; and these have 
taken place over thousands of years, leaving their residues not only 
in physical traits but also in additions to languages and customs and 
folklore. In this milling of peoples a migratory stream may even 
reverse itself. Of this you can see a sample if you visit some of the 
small towns and villages in southern China from which men have 
gone forth for many generations to make dieir fortune in one of 
the rich countries of the Nan Yang, the South Sea, as the Chinese 
call all of South-east Asia. In these Chinese towns and villages you 
will occasionally come across a boy or girl of pure Malay looks, as 
clear-skinned, large-eyed, straight-backed, and small-boned as any 
youth or maiden to be found in Java. Despite their finely modelled 
heads, full lips, and graceful bodies, these are the children or grand- 
children of Chinese emigrants who have married overseas and sent 
their offspring back home to receive a Chinese education in China. 
The youngsters usually are the children of second wives, the first 
wife having been left by the young emigrant to look after his parents 
and perhaps a child or two of his own. Such stepchildren of alien 
mothers from overseas are as a rule received with open arms because 
their coming signifies that the husband and father, although he 
has founded a new family in Thailand or Java or the Philippines, 
still thinks of China as his fatherland and will return to his home- 
town, perhaps when the first son of his overseas marriage is old 
enough to take over the business he has established. 

Until recent times, life in one of the tropical countries to the south 
was so much more secure and so much more profitable for the 
Chinese emigrant that it did not occur to him to take or send his 
foreign-born children to China, even when the mother was not 
Malay but of Chinese blood. So, all around the South China Sea 
and in Malaya and Farther India, we see today large populations 
of "native people" who look like Chinese and, in fact, are the de- 
scendants of Chinese immigrants with an admixture of other stocks. 
But as China itself grows more united and stronger, her sons abroad 
—who have always felt proud as the carriers of a superior culture- 
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will be prouder still; in another hundred years or so, the streets of 
Canton, Swatow, and Amoy will be as crowded with different racial 
types as the streets of Bangkok, Singapore, and Macassar were in 
the days before the war. 

Indeed, out of the Caucasoid and Mongoloid mixtures that have 
peopled south-eastern Asia, a common fate and common aspirations 
are now blending a new hybrid type. Varying in skin colour, in 
head-shape, in stature, and in other features, different racial strains 
here converge. Soon the differences in natural equipment between 
the various groups will be no larger than those between Europeans. 
Of course, tliere are people who can tell you at a glance that this 
man has Papuan blood in his veins and that one has a Hindu some- 
where in his family tree. If your informant has made a study of 
racial types, you can take his word; but more likely he is just trying 
to pose as an expert when he really knows no more about the matter 
than you do. 

Measurements have shown that ethnic stocks adapt themselves in 
the course of several generations to new environments. Italians in 
the United States grow taller on the average than they are in Sicily 
or Calabria, or wherever they come from, even when they do not 
intermarry with other groups. It is the same in the Asiatic tropics. 
One scientist tells us that “the Thais are a thickset race of middle 
height and well adapted to mountain travelling.” He is talking 
about the Thai highlanders in Indo-China. But in their present 
major habitat and national home, Thailand, the Thai are “well 
adapted” to life in the rich river valleys. 

Physical differences developed among the Malays as, in the course 
of their varied history, they made their homes in different environ- 
ments. .The Dyaks of Borneo and the Javanese come originally from 
related stocks, but looking at them you would hardly think so. The 
Javanese — a Mongoloid deutero-Malay group — have for centuries 
been living a rather highly civilised life. Ihey are lithe, have beauti- 
ful smooth skins, and well moulded features. Some of the young 
Filipinos you see as busboys in American restaurants and in our 
Navy uniforms are much the same type, though perhaps a little 
shorter. The Dyaks — a Caucasoid proto-Malay group' — are, on the 
other hand, large-boned, tall, heavy, and sharp-featured. 

Speaxing of tiie Devil 

Now, it is an interesting thing to learn that at one time the inhabi- 
tants of Java must have been much more like the Dyaks than they 
now are. The Hindu invaders called them devils — or called die devil 
after the Javanese, which comes to the same thing. This devil is 
misshapen, has big teeth and protruding oblique eyes. There is, in 
fact, a certain resemblance between diis Hindu devil who takes his 
likeness from the wild Javanese, and the European devil of the 
middle ages who, as the artists saw him, so often looked like a I~Iun. 
As a matter of fact, the Malays and the Plans may originally have 
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been branches of the same family, the main difference being that 
the Huns, moving westward over the wide Asiatic plains, remained 
nomadic horsemen, while, the Malays were forced to proceed on 
foot. These Malays, to quote Cahaton, ‘'driven from Central Asia 
by fiercer or more mobile enemies, or by some unknown catastrophe, 
such as a disease, a blight, a cattle pest,” or by a prophecy or a super- 
stition, found their way across the Himalayas, through the forests 
and the uplands of India, down the Burmese border, finally reach- 
ing the Malay Archipelago and perhaps the regions to the east 
thereof.” 

When Europeans began to know the Malays, there still seem to 
have been vestiges of an earlier nomadic way of life. There still 
remains the practice of “shifting cultivation” — -moving on when the 
fertility of a particular piece of cleared forest land has been ex- 
hausted — a primitive form of agriculture which manifestly has 
grown out of the habits of people accustomed to move around. Early 
chroniclers reported that the peoples in various parts of Farther 
India were always moving in hordes from one place to another, and 
that on these occasions the chief was either carried in a litter or 
borne on the back of an elephant. Even more conclusive to some 
anthropologists is the report that these migrations were usually 
directed by an omen — the flight of a bird. 

Be this as it may, it is well known that the devil is of no known 
race but appears to every people in the guise of that racial group 
which it most fears. Since the people who have grown prosperous 
and lazy in the rich valleys of the world are usually more timid than 
those who inhabit the infccund highlands, and since they look for 
possible invasions from the hills, the devil most often is pictured 
as a wild man of the mountain, with the attributes of the beasts 
among which he dwells. Hence horns and hoofs. Hence also the fre- 
quent location of temples and shrines in southern Asia on the most 
exposed side of the town, usually upon a height overlooking it (the 
location also of David’s temple in Jerusalem). But there are other 
devils who come by sea, and ferocity dominates their features, too. 
The sculptors of Bali who have shown themselves so adept at incor- 
porating modern scenes and portraits in their temple decorations no 
doubt will leave for future generations their impressions of the 
Japanese intruder. 

On the other hand, if there are any artists in ,t T *' - - 

of occupation they will if they survive perhaps 4 ■ , ■ 

resembling the native guerilla soldiers whom they fought in the 
hills and forest of Burma, Malaya, and the two Archipelagos. Press 
dispatches informed us in January, 1942: “Borneo head hunters, 
masked v hb ‘'T ig war paint and with their ancient spears 

sharpened. u;u : \ on the war path.” At one government 

station in die jungle, “several hundred natives, armed with their 
ancient guns, spears and knives, suddenly approached the settle- 
ment, scaring the wits out of the residents. They had come prepared 
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to defend the Great Mother (Queen Wilhelmina). “What sort of a 
composite Satanic picture the Japanese artist will draw of the Burma 
guerillas remains to be seen. Here some thousands of Karen villagers ■ 

in the mountain- .■ - 1 by a British officer so tall and thin 

that among his ■ ■ - , , under the name of “Spooky/’ The 

arsenal of these hillmen included shotguns, Italian rifles, a few 
tommy guns, and crossbows with poison-tipped arrows. They took 
wireless sets along with them into the woods, mounted on elephants. 
The four British officers wore skirts and turbans like the natives. 


“What makes the Moro wild?” I once asked an anthropologist. 
He laughed. “Believe it or not,” he said, “it is because he is a pacifist. 
He is an earnest believer in the Koran. And the Koran says, ‘Thou 
shall not kill/ ” He waved aside my unspoken protest. “I know what 
you are going to say. A Moro does not kill except to validate his reli- 
gious faith, and that faith is in humanity. Tagalogs and Ilocans never 
were internationalists. You may say, they are the Moro’s brothers. 
They share the same physical inheritance — except that there is 
more Arab blood in the Moro stock and more Chinese blood in that 


of the Christian Filipinos. And that, perhaps, explains their mutual 
dislike. I do not mean,” he added nastily, “anything like instinct 
or physical aversion. But the majority of die Filipinos face west, and 
the Moro faces south. Those others have missed the great civilizing 
influence of Islam that spread over the Indian Ocean to Java and 
Celebes and Borneo, then to the Sulu Archipelago and Mindanao.” 

“Was not Mindanao at one time governed from Borneo?” I asked. 

“From Java. It was part of a great empire cemented by goodwill, 
piety, and trade.” 

“But piracy ” I interrupted. 

“You forget, my friend, that piracy has become a crime only In 
modern times. Among the Greeks and Phoenicians — even in Eliza- 
bethan times — it was as respectable as any other calling. Until the 
advent of modern navies, merchants and fishermen had recourse to 
it in all parts of the world when they could not make a living in 
more normal ways, Such an occasion arose when the Spaniards tried 
to monopolize the trade of the Indies. The Moros fought for their 
survival and for the glory of the Prophet in the only way they knew 
—just as they did in the Mediterranean. The disinherited do not 
fight with gloves.” 

When I looked puzzled, he added, “You know, I suppose, that 
the word ‘Moro’ simply is the Spanish for Moor. The Spaniards 
found the same sort of resistance in the Sulu Sea that they had 
earlier experienced nearer home.” He thought for a moment, then 
repeated : “For three hundred years these Moslem internationalists 
have defended the freedom of the seas against the imperialists.” 

“But long after the defeat of the Spaniards, after the establish- 
ment of American rule in the Philippines, there have still come 
reports of ghastly atrocities committed by Moros.” 

“That is true. They did not recognize us as their deliverers. To 
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them we were at first simply another bunch of white men. Like the 
Spaniards, Americans identified their interests with those of the 
Christian Filipinos who had done so much to keep the Moros in 
poverty and subjection. It takes more than one generation to learn 
that we mean well. They certainly are not yet convinced that the 
Christian politicos from Manila mean them well/' 

“Rem ember/" my friend concluded, after a few illustrative in- 
stances of the trickery that has given a bad name to the Christian 
Filipinos among the Moros, “these fellows are as much feared by 
the Moros as they fear the Moros.” 

He came back to this conversation on another occasion when I 
told him of my theory concerning the representation of the devil. 
We agreed that there are really three kinds of devil-image, corre- 
sponding to three kinds of experience. The ferocious devil, when 
the fear that has given rise to him has vanished, becomes a funny 
devil — still with some traces in features and bearing of the ethnic 
group that at one time threatened the security of the peace-loving 
people, but now in a more humorous guise — perhaps a figure to 
frighten children with, but a ludicrous fellow. You can see such 
figures among carved temple decorations in Bali. There are, I believe, 
in a Japanese temple court some seventeenth-century figures of 
Dutchmen that answer this description. And they certainly exist on 
the Chinese stage. 

But it was the third devil-image that especially interested the 
anthropologist, because neither of us could remember ever haying 
seen it perpetuated in Oriental art. This is the image of the cunning, 
deceitful, usually alien group which simple people see on the out- 
skirts of their own society — and have reason to fear. The devil of 
Goethe’s Faust and of Stephen Vincent Benet’s Daniel Webster, 
always ready to take advantage of less clever people and to betray 
them, has his counterpart among the less advanced people of the 
Malay world. They hate the Indian or the Chinese moneylender, 
the Arab or the Coast Malay trader (less often the European) who 
has insinuated himself into their midst and fleeces them. This figure 
is not feared because of his physical strength or agility or even 
because of his superior weapons, but because he can always turn 
the ignorance and even the simple virtues of others to his own 
account. He conveys favours with a smile and, when it is least ex- 
pected, pulls the noose and leads his prey into slavery. 

Sometimes the mighty falls. The foreign moneylender is chased 
out; the native one finds his power curbed by law-makers intent on 
the’ protection of the common man. He falls on evil days, knowing 
no other craft with which to sustain his accustomed way of life- His 
plight may even invoke sympathy— but the “poor devil rarely 
figures in folk art. 



CHAPTER III 

NATURE AND NURTURE 

w E set out, a good many pages back, to show that what is called 
racial character is not some mysterious innate quality. It would 
always have a simple explanation if only we knew enough of the 
original homeland of a people and the experiences through which 
it has passed. We found that populations reported to be savage, war- 
like or primitive usually are the remnants of refugee groups. Unable 
to find or to conquer a territory rich enough in resources to meet 
tlieir needs, they have learned to make a more precarious living on 
less hospitable lands. Such people, even when they are relatively 
secure, usually lack three things necessary to develop an advanced 
state of civilization: wealth, leisure, and >v- ! r.*rV- r:~r. ren* acts with 
the outside world. Racial kinship may : likeness 

in the physique and in the modes of living of diverse groups that 
originally have come from the same area. But similarity of experi- 
ence, producing the same selective influence on survival, is at least 
as potent a force. So we get a peculiar repetition of descriptive details 
about isolated mountain peoples in various parts of South-east Asia 
even when their origin is as different as that, say, of the Moi and of 
the Kachin. 

Mention has also been made of the Dyaks of Central Borneo. 
They are not the original inhabitants of that vast interior maze 
of mountains and jungles, of roaring rivers and ail but impenetrable 
virgin forest. They are kin, rather, of the Bataks of Sumatra, and 
of half a dozen or more groups in Malaya and even in Indo-China, 
with names spelt in a variety of crazy ways. The aborigines whom 
they replaced in all but a few isolated spots, are stunted little people, 
dark-skinned, with woolly hair. These, like their kinsmen in the 
Malay peninsula, have at times been libelled by Malay invaders 
who classed them with the apes and credited them with the posses- 
sion of a tail — a caudal appendix of which explorers anxious to fmd 
the much discussed “missing link” have in either country been able 
to discover not a trace. On the Asiatic mainland, mountain tribes 
are usually of stocky build. But the Dyaks are slender and strong. 
They share with other Caucasoid proto-Malay groups a fair skin, 
full lips, a flattened or stubby nose, and rather pleasing facial 
features — that is, pleasing to Europeans, While the blood of the 
Malays of the coast is strongly blended with that of seafaring 
Chinese, Buginese, and Arabs, the tribes of the interior are less inter- 
mixed. 

Not Alt. Wild Fruits Are Sweet 

Like some of their continental kin, the Dyaks have until recent 
times been head-hunters. Sympathetic investigators have found that 
deplorable Habit not inconsistent with a highly socialized and rela- 
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tively peaceful way of life. Even in the European middle ages neigh- 
bouring villages occasionally resorted to force in boundary disputes, 
in revenge for actual or fancied wrongs, in the taking of brides, and 
for other causes. The trophy room of a successful British big-game 
hunter and the display ot heads on the wall of a Dyak men’s house 
serve the same purpose — prestige and evidence of prowess or man- 
liness. For both circles the occasion on which, and the manner in 
which, a head — and thus incidentally a life — may be taken is gov- 
erned by a binding etiquette. The Dyaks arc, in fact, noted for traits 
that make them attractive to people with high moral standards. 
Colonial officials and visitors speak in glowing terms of their honesty 
and of their hospitality. An American scholar who recently 
sojourned among them compared them with our own early settlers : 
despite their fierce struggles with the primeval forest, and a hand- 
to-mouth existence which made every day a day of adventure, they 
were generous to a fault and did not know what it was to lock up 
their possessions. Since everything a man in the forest owns is the 
product of his labour and of his risks, the sense of private property 
is strongly developed, and theft is, accordingly, the cardinal sin. 

Hie reverse of the Dyak’s love of independence is an often exag- 
gerated shyness, a hostility to strangers of whose motives and pur- 
poses he is not sure. The explanation probably is— as it is also among 
some of the forest and mountain ‘peoples of the mainland — that 
they themselves are refugees who seek survival in an inhospitable 
environment because access to richer lands has been denied them. 
They are hunters and food gatherers, with little skill in the culti- 
vation of the soil. This is made difficult by the continual encroach- 
ment of jungle or forest on what little land may have been cleared, 
and they see no virtue in drudgery. Since they arc unable to accumu- 
late treasure, they do not achieve the higher forms of civilization, 
forms made possible only by thrift and foresight. Surrounded by 
perils, their spiritual universe is people with ghosts who must he 
appeased. Neither Mohammedan nor Christian missionaries have 
succeeded in converting them to trust in an all-loving deity. 

The inhabitants of central Celebes have a reputation similar to 
that of other forest peoples of Malaysia. On a visit to that island a 
few years ago, that excellent reporter, Bruce Lockhart (of Return to 
Malaya -and Retreat from Glory fame), found that they retain their 
warlike character and their quick temper in spite of everything a 
benevolent government has done to bring law and order into their 
midst. They, too, combine a highly socialized community life with 
a fierce jealousy of outside interference. The tribes of central Celebes 
have, in fact been subjected to foreign rule for only a generation, 
although the Netherlands came into possession of the islands in the 
seventeenth century. For example, the Pesos, a Toradja tribe, do 
not like to leave their highland fastnesses. In one instance, when the 
government was determined to resettle them for their own good in 
a river valley, and employed force to carry out this policy, the 
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people lost all interest in life, their resistance to lowland epidemics , j 
proved feeble, and the death-rate among them was high. The hope j 
that they would soon be won over to modem agriculture by its 
obvious reward of a much larger yield proved illusory. : 

Tire Toradja of central Celebes arc distinct in character but not 
in origin from the two majority groups of the islands, the Macassars j 

of the west and the Buginese of the south. But they have given more < 

trouble to the authorities. As is so often the case, an inferiority is j 

attributed to them which, when the situation in which they find < 

themselves is analyzed, is seen to be the result of circumstances. 

To begin with, they have until quite recently been — and some are i 

believed still to be — head-hunters. That means that they are always 
under suspicion. But as in the case of the Dyalts of Borneo, head- 
hunting with them is a traditional method of settling differences 
and not a perverted taste for blood. They engage in it only on special 
occasions and for special purposes prescribed by their own law. Some 
of them have embraced Christianity, but -it is doubtful whether 
their acceptance of the faith goes very deep. The coast people, with > 

their cosmopolitan background and higher standards of living, con- 
sider the Toradja dirty, stupid, and savage. And they fear them. 

And so we might go from island to island, always finding, wher- 
ever there is a fairly large and unreclaimed central plateau, some 
mountain tribe that shares in the general indictment of the civilized . 
coast people. The Achinese of the mountains in the northernmost 
part of Sumatra are brothers of the lowland Achinese, but there is 
no love between them. .Through the centuries the latter have de- 
veloped trade relations overseas, at first mainly with India but then 
also with the Arab world; the former are known as fanatical isola- 
tionists who long succeeded in resisting the rule of the Netherlands. 

The coastal Achinese share with other, racially very different, 
coastal peoples of Netherlands India a reputation for greed, flattery, 
and a tendency to think more of high living than of high morals. 

The Achinese of the mountains are feared as bandits with no in- 
terest at all in peaceful trade or in the proprieties that go with good 
neighbourly relations. I have no doubt that if the reader and the 
author were to pay a visit to the Achinese they would find redeem- 
ing and, indeed, pleasing features in the life of both branches of 
the family; but never having been in northern Sumatra, I can here 
only summarize what respectable Netherlands, British, and French 
writers say about them. 

This reminds me that old Raffles himself— Sir Thomas Stamford 
Raffles, the man who governed Java for a time and founded Singa- 
pore in 1819 — was nettled by the defamation of the character of the 
Malay peoples. Of these inhabitants of Sumatra he said in his 
Memoirs : « 

f ‘The Bataks are not bad people, and I think so, notwithstanding j 

they eat one another, and relish the flesh of man better than that 
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of an ox or pig. You must merely consider that I am giving you 
an account of a novel state of society. The Bataks are not savages, 
for they write and read, and think full as much and more than 
those who are brought up at our Lancastrian and National 
Schools.” 

Raffles himself gives currency to the then widespread belief that 
the Bataks ‘ relished the flesh of man . . . In connection with 
head-hunting, throughout the Malay world, there are traces of a rite 
in which the blood of jthe slain man is sipped or even a bit of liis 
flesh is consumed, obviously a symbolical act designed to transfer 
something of the strength and vitality of the victim, and common 
to many races throughout the world. 

Hie Bataks, though relatively few in numbers, are, indeed, one 
of the most interesting peoples of the whole of Malaysia. According 
to Raymond Kennedy, they were the only true cannibals of the 
Indies (The Ageless Indies , 1943). Arab merchants reported that the 
Bataks were particularly fond of eating their aged grandparents so 
as to dispose of their bodies in an honourable way, and of making 
banquets of their criminals, of prisoners of war, and of aliens. 

Now, as among the Dyaks of Borneo, the Malays of the Malay 
Peninsula, the Achinese, and the Bug ; r.i =c <,f Ci.U.bt so also among 
the natives for Sumatra itis well 10 nr hi ;; between those 

who live on the coast and those in the interior. The former, first to 
be brought into contact with foreign trade, are largely Moham- 
medan, the latter are still largely pagan but also Christian— and 
good Christians at that. At least this would seem to appear from the 
fact that in 1941 the Netherlands Indian Government, after the 
internment of the German Protestant missionaries who had been 
largely responsible for keeping up the churches, schools and hospi- 
tals among the Bataks, allowed the latter to take over most of the 
institutions and to run them under an independent Batak Church. 
But the Christians make up only about one-naif of the Batak popu- 
lation. The rest continue to live according to their ancient traditions. 
Like other peoples of Malaysia, they are greatly influenced in their 
every-day life by the insecurity and perils of tlieir existence. Their 
animistic beliefs arise from fear. A long history of subjection to 
Hindu rule, before the advent of the Moslems and then of the 
Europeans, has given these beliefs a mystic universality which they 
did not previously possess, but has not fundamentally altered them. 

We need not pursue our comparison of the peoples of the plains 
and those of the mountains through every part or South-east Asia. 
But let us try a glance at the Philippines. Western civilization has 
here penetrated much deeper than m the countries mentioned so 
far. One would expect to nnd less sharply drawn the contrasts be- 
tween “civilized” and “savage” population groups— between those 
who have had good opportunities to advance and those who have 
not. But it is remarkable to what extent the lack of easy communi- 
cations perpetuates ancient differences that have their origin in 
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geographical separations. This is especially true on the island of 
Luzon where some of the most advanced and some of the most 
backward elements of the Philippine population live in close proxi- 
mity. A patient and foresighted administrative attitude toward the 
pagan highland people of the island — usually classed together tinder 
the inclusive name of Igorots — already has shown that tire striking 
contrasts between the various ethnic groups are not innate but 
derive from differences in geographical environment and historic 
experience. School and army have been the two instruments, not so 
much to obliterate the cultural diversity of the Philippine peoples 
as to provide all of them with opportunities for cultural growth. 

Long before the war with Japan or active preparations for it, 
American army officers reported that the Igorot recruits made excel- 
lent soldiers. One of these officers told me that it was “almost un- 
believable what a difference even a few months in an army camp 
can make in those fellows.” He emphasized physical training, clean- 
liness, and good food as the major means of transformation. Dis- 
cipline, too, of course, he hastened to add, but discipline is not 
everything. The army has for many years now been the Igorot’s 
most successful training-school. Many things which we, and the 
citified Filipinos of Manila, take for granted, which our children 
learn even before they go to school, are entirely outside the experi- 
ence of the mountain people, and this in spite of the fact that they 
have a highly developed agricultural and social system of their own. 
You may have seen pictures of their terraced rice fields, rising tier 
upon tier from the bottom lands of their valleys to- the highest crests. 
These unlettered “savages” have created a system of water supply 
and irrigation that is the admiration of every visitor. I>ss visible is 
their traditional law without which the operation of such a system 
would be impossible. As in Java and other areas devoted to wet rice 
cultivation, there goes with it a practice of co-operation and a high 
degree of social thinking; and these predispose for other forms of 
community activity. But these people, or many of them, have never 
worn clothes. Many of those who join the army have never seen an 
engine or a stove, have never built a wagon or driven a horse. They 
learn all this and much more; and the knowledge is beginning to 
revolutionize — not their homes which in the main meet their needs, 
but then* attitudes. 

In Luzon, as elsewhere, the regional and local environment will 
continue to exert its influence on the thoughts and habits, the 
desires and the abilities of men, but it will control them less and less. 
The teachers of the more advanced techniques and the merchants 
of the new tools of civilization, instead of trying to force these upon 
unwilling and seemingly backward people, are learning to adapt 
their offerings to the needs of these groups. It is only, however, as 
the fears of injustice at the hands of the dominant group are laid 
that die aborigines are drawn into partnership. And this, with the 
unfortunate history of their exploitation, takes time. 
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Romance and Reality 

Americans like to applaud peoples and cultures that are a long 
way off and can be viewed through the rose-coloured glasses of 
romance. South-east Asia has been no exception. Any tired 
European novelist could take a quick trip to tropical Asia and be 
sure that, however commonplace his itinerary, his travel notes, when 
properly padded out and “illustrated with photographs by the 
author and decorations by Madame de Plume,” would and a recep- 
tive American market. If he could get in a champagne patty with 
an Annamite prince or a big game hunt with a Malay sultan, so 
much die better. We just revel in quaintness when it is thousands 
of miles away. No author has yet been able to lay it on too thick 
to suit the American taste. We do not, on the other hand, like to 
be reminded of squalor and dirt and smells. But if the returned 
traveller wished to tell the truth about Malaya or Siam or Cambodia 
or any other of the ancient countries of South-east Asia, he would 
be obliged to say something also about the symptoms of neglect 
and about cruelty in the every-day relations between man and man, 
about lack of foresight and excessive conservatism. 

We have long been familiar with the same romanticism in our 
own regional literature. Though the fashion has changed in favour 
of realism, some writers still ask 11s not to believe the evidence of 
ragged shirts and of cabins all but falling to pieces in the cotton 
fields, There is, they tell us, a song beneath those shirts and laughter 
under the leaky roof. Xn a similar strain our guides to South-east 
Asia tell us about the happy nature of the Thai and the Malayan’s 
freedom from care. We are informed that the Kachin or the Miao 
or the Dusun or the Murut values his freedom more than a full 
stomach. Look at the gay clothes of the Macassar Buginese—must 
we not envy them? Some go so far as to say that it is a crime to 
interfere with the happiness of peoples that have not yet developed 
a taste for soap, trousers, and pencils. I have even read about die 
Filipino that he is “congenitally merry”; and it is sometimes pointed 
out that the glum-looking men one sometimes meets on the roads 
of Java are over-sophisticated. “You should see the peasants hack 
in the hinterland, they laugh and tell stories all day long.” 

Now, I am quite willing to admit that the Malay, and especially 
the lowland Malay peasant, is a cheerful person; we cannot con- 
tradict so many observers who have lived with him fen* many years. 
But I have found the same sort of happiness in the slums of Eng- 
lish cities, among Mexican labourers in Arizona who lived in make- 
shift huts made of packing cases and twigs, among Chinese coolies 
with an income of less than ten cents a day, among Rumanian and 
Latvian workers with large families which never have enough to 
eat. It is well for us to recognize that the simple life has its com- 
pensations for even the neediest. That is no reason for salving our 
conscience in so far as there may be some relationship between our 
material security and the extreme poverty of those millions whose 
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life has come under the domination of our Occidental technical 
superiority. It is no reason why we should not try to discover the 
causes of the tremendous differences in the enjoyment of material 
satisfactions which now divide the human family as much as do 
differences in religious beliefs. 

Some people will say, there is no difficulty here. All of South-east 
Asia, after all, is in the tropics. Tire climate itself limits the human 
capacity for enterprise and cultural growth. Let us abstain from 
making the peoples of colour dissatisfied with their lot. For their lot 
is in many ways easier than our own; nature smiles on them and 
to live in reasonable comfort they need not exert themselves as 
much as we must. They have shown themselves incapable of 
developing a high type of civilization. Why not leave it at that? 

This view, which is widespread, is itself a product of Europe- 
centred values which we in America have inherited along with so 

many other incorrect / 1 the tropics have given 

the world some of its i . ■ , The fact that in modern 

times large parts of • A , . ■ subjected to the domi- 

nation of peoples originating in the northern temperate zone has 
led us falsely to assume that the nordic peoples have a monopoly on 
creative enterprise. Because hot countries are not as rich in durable 
materials as colder ones, the records of achievement are fewer. But 
our men of science, probing into the past of the human family, are 
accumulating proof that Central America, Africa, Arabia, India and 
Ceylon, Farther India and the Malay Archipelago have given rise 
to great civilizations which have deeply influenced the rest of the 
world. Long before Columbus discovered America — if, indeed, that 
attribution still stands — Polynesian seafarers had conquered much 
/ greater distances in the Pacific. Malay and Arab mariners, as well 
as Central Asian caravans, had linked China and Imperial Rome in 
trade. Centuries before any of the Gothic cathedrals were built, 
Hindu masons had constructed the lofty and intricate structures 
which only a generation ago came to light in Cambodia and Java. 

The Asiatic tropics, then, to some extent are — and to a much 
greater extent can he made — habitable for populations that combine 
high standards of living with the energy requisite to achieve and 
maintain them. It so happens that much of the land area of South- 
east Asia is exceptionally fertile. Often, as in Java, it is composed 
of young volcanic rock which disintegrates rapidly in the warm 
and moist climate. The growth is so luxurious that, as long as the 

I mputation is not too large, crops can be harvested with relatively 
ittle labour. Or perhaps it would be more correct to say that in the 
tropics, generally speaking, more food and fibre can be produced 
in a shorter period than in the temperate zone; but whatever work 
is necessary — the planting and cultivation of rice, tire maintenance 
of irrigation ditches and terrace walls, for example — must be done 
diligently and systematically to insure results. 

Now, you have often heard that the Malays are lazy people. 
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Magellan was perhaps the first to make that remark, telling it to his 
chronicler while describing his voyage to the Moluccas in 1319. 
Travellers always comment upon the idleness of natives in tropical 
countries when they see them take a nap in the middle of the day. 
You may take it for granted that these natives do not go in much 
for physical exercises in order to keep slim, and that, like the rest 
of us, they work no more than is necessary to provide themselves 
with those things which for them are the means to a decent sort 
of life. They do not often find it imperative to work overtime so as 
to be able to pay instalments on a vacuum cleaner or to pay off the 
mortgage on a two-and-a-half story brick house. But when their 
numbers grow or the natural fertility of the soil lessens from 
gradual exhaustion, they do work hard, and they inculcate in their 
children the habit of regular labour with the same zeal as do 
peasant peoples with long winters and short growing seasons. All 
day long small boys help in the fields, small girls wield the heavy 
pestles with which the rice is hulled. No, they are not brought up 
m idleness. 

The reputation of tropical peoples generally, and of Malays in 
particular, for being lazy and easily contented is explained not only 
t>y physical factors but also by the relative force of incentives that 
arise from political and social circumstances. To understand those 
circumstances, we must look into the ways in which the natives of 
different parts of South-east Asia derive their livelihood from the 
soil. 

Winds and Weathers 

First, we have to distinguish an important geographical influence 
which sharply divides the economies of the region. On part of it 
rain falls throughout the year; on others it is regulated by a seasonal 
change in the direction of air currents. The explanation for this is 
so simple that I may as well try to indicate it in a few words before 
I discuss the effect on human activities of this difference in climatic 
conditions. The northern winds, having passed over the vast interior 
plains of Asia, are almost dry by the time they reach the Himalayas. 
Thus no large glaciers are formed which would cool the atmosphere 
over a wide area. On the other hand, the moisture-laden south 
winds are at their strongest in summer when the high temperature 
does not permit of the formation of snow. As a result, no atmos- 
pheric conditions exist that would modify the sharp contrast be- 
tween the moisture-laden summer air and the clear air of winter. 
Some small parts of the region — the western tip of Java and some 
of the lesser Philippine islands among them — are not touched by 
the continental winds; here the annual seventy inches or so of rain- 
fall are fairly evenly distributed over the year. The trees are always 
green and bear buds and fruit at the same time. The greater part 
of the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, Borneo, Celebes, and most of the 
Philippine islands, also have a high rainfall; but, as the reader 
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knows from a number of motion pictures in which the characters 
appear dripping from head to foot, the beginning of the rainy 
season is often sudden and upsets both the normal routine and the 
normal temper of the participants in the human comedy. The 
periodicity of the monsoon rains will be remembered also because 
of its importance for military strategy in the present war. Even 
before the Japanese invasion of Indo-China, China's reliance on 
supplies from the west made it a question of dramatic significance 
whether the Burma Road could be finished before the beginning of 
the wet season and whether, when finished, it would withstand the 
drenching of the monsoon rains. In northern Burma, northern 
Thailand, and north-western Indo-China, the higher elevations and 
greater remoteness from the wide river basins, which keep the 
climate of the lowlands somewhat humid all the year around, make 
for the greatest relative contrast between the seasons. Weather con- 
ditions here verge on those in the higher latitudes, and agricultural 
developments similar to those in the temperate zone have been 
undertaken with success though hampered by lack of adequate com- 
munications. 

Practically all of South-east Asia was at one time covered with 
forest. But in the area with more or less even rainfall throughout 
the year the forest is excepdonally dense; and this, together with 
the high degree of humidity, has made human settlement difficult. 
On the other hand, in those sections which have a pronounced dry 
season, the clearance of the forest has been much easier; and the 
denudation of the land in itself has somewhat influenced the climate. 
Here population is denser, for the most part, than in the rain-forest 
area, at least until absentee capitalism moves people about in com- 
plete disregard for the amenities of life. As we have seen in a pre- 
vious chapter, people do not necessarily migrate in largest numbers 
to those areas where things grow most quickly and most easily, 
even though it may be taken for granted that an adequate supply 
of food is always the first consideration. We have to take into 
account also the question whence 1 " groups 

driven out of then* homeland by A < 4 lamities 

—have come. Most of them, especially in the long ages of migration 
prior to recorded history, were not agriculturists at all. They were 
hunters and food gatherers who had to move on when through their 
own exertion, the food resources of the land within their reach had 
become insufficient to support them. 

Just before the war Dr. Karl J. Pelzer of Johns Hopkins Univer- 
sity went to South-east Asia to study the uses to which the different 
land areas of that region arc put. He noted people on the Malay 
Peninsula (both on the Thai and on the British side), on Sumatra 
and in the Philippines engaged in the primitive kind of life I have 
just mentioned. If he had gone farther he would also have found 
such a recent migrant group in Borneo, the Punan. These people 
are now in a stage through which others passed some time ago. They 
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make no effort to cultivate the soil. Although the women use sticks 
with which to dig up edible roots, they have not yet discovered that 
their sticks may be put to even more profitable mse, that of assisting 
nature to place the seeds of wild cereals where they are more likely 
to take root than when permitted to go with the wind. These hunters 
and food gatherers do not know what it is to have a permanent resi- 
dence. They claim as their own the area which they happen to be 
occupying, until they have exhausted it of game or fish or fruit- 
bearing trees, and so are obliged to move on. It has not yet occurred 
to them that they might bum some of the heavy forest growth and 
clear the ground for a more assured supply of food. Surrounded by 
potential wealth, they are poor. 

However, the remnants of these shy forest dwellers are small. 
Much larger are those populations which, like the Indians on the 
Pacific slope of the Rocky Mountains at the time of the white man’s 
coming, combine their hunting, fishing and food gathering with a 
primitive form of agriculture. Horticulture came first in the forest 
clearings of Malaysia. Its most primitive form consisted in taking 
the kernels of fruit one had been eating, carrying them a short dis- 
tance from one’s hut, and digging them in so as to insure a growth 
of new trees. 

So the digging stick became a planting stick, and by stages there 
developed what anthropologists call “hoe-culture,” that is. nor only 
the planting of roots and grains but also the regular cultivation of 
die ground. The planting stick is still much in evidence in many 
parts of South-east Asia. But it would be a mistake to conclude that 
the natives who use so primitive a tool are unintelligent. The truth 
of the matter is that for the forest dwellers the cultivation of food 
plants remains supplementary to their main resource, food gather- 
ing. Their inventive genius has gone into the making of hunting 
weapons — both of the shooting and the blowing kind— and of traps. 

Economists sometimes overlook the important part which hunting 
and fishing still play in the livelihood of peoples on the threshold 
of entry into a modern money economy. Take, for instance, Laos, 
thar mountainous part of Indo-China where the rivers still teem 
with an apparently inexhaustible supply of fish. The Moi fishermen 
catch this, their most reliable food supply, with line, net, and spear. 
They construct dams of bamboo across the deeper river channels 
and have learned to smoke and preserve the haul lor several months. 
The same people are also skilled trappers. Captain Henri Baudcsson, 
who was engaged in survey work in this country thirty years ago, 
admired the inventiveness and skill that had gone into the con- 
struction of their snares. “We found,” he wrote, “apparatus of dif- 
ferent kinds all over the country, its form apparently being deter- 
mined by the seasons of the year and the particular region.” He 
then went on to describe in detail some ol' the devices used, devices 
evidently requiring a precision of construction which we sometimes 
falsely imagine to have been introduced only by modern science. 



Indeed, "the construction of these snares calls for a degree of skill 
and experience to which few Europeans can attain.” Similar testi- 
mony comes from expert students of native hunting and trapping 
methods in Borneo and Mindanao, including the preparation of 
various poisons used in the killing of game, and the process 
developed — by the Dyaks of central Borneo, for example — for dry- 
ing the meat of deer and other game. 

In passing, a word may be said also about the high technical per- 
fection of native coastal fishing in many parts of the Malay Archi- 
pelago. We have become accustomed to think of this pursuit as 
archaic or to regard it as superseded by that large-scale and destruc- 
tive exploitation of the Pacific Ocean’s food resources in which the 
Japanese have outstripped all other nations. But we must not forget 
that millions of people still make their living by methods of fishing 
that are unsurpassed in the ingenuity of pre-scientific observation 
and invention. The Mores are especially adept in this. Though the 
money value of his catch may not exceed six American dollars a 
month, a Moro fisherman in southern Mindanao often is both a 
navigator and an ichthyologist of the first rank. 

Or take the P ‘ • ■ r C \ 1 . They have never been farmers. 

Their culture is . . ■ ■ what it was when the Portuguese 

first introduced them to world trade in the sixteenth century. Their 
seamanship is unsurpassed, though they steer their prahus by the 
stars. If they do take a compass along it is more for magical effect 
than for any practical use. Yet these sailors can make Singapore in 
less than a week; and the Netherlands steamship company not so 
long ago complained that, with their lower freight rates, the Bugis 
were taking most of the rice trade of Celebes away from them . 5 

It should not be forgotten, either, how closely in primitive life the 
arts of food gathering and food production are connected with other 
arts. We are too prone to think in categories and thus fall into the 
error of regarding the often highly developed household crafts as 
incipient industries and not also as the high points in processes of 
food production, usually classed with agriculture. A tribe that may 
seem 1 to live in an early stage of agriculture, as regards methods of 
securing food supplies, may in a hundred ingenious ways and with 
the simplest of tools work up the products of forest and jungle and 
sea into an elaborate household economy. Some of the weapons, 
garments, carved ornaments, and other materials which we display 
m our museums are merely the most artistic examples of means 
employed to adapt the gifts of nature to the needs of man. It is as 
unrealistic to measure the cultural achievement of a tribe by its 
rudimentary agriculture as it would be to measure our own by the 
crudeness of those aspects of our culture which we do not take 
very seriously — say, the "victory gardening” of apartment dwellers. 
However, to die inventiveness and skill shown by the Malay peoples 
in matters that are important to them, we shall return in a later 
chapter. 
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The anthropologist of this day no longer follows a blueprint of 
human advance. There is no set series of stages through which each 
branch of the human family must pass in its cultural advance. It 
all depends on circumstances. For example, when first they entered 
into any sort of economic relation with our Western civilization, 
primitive groups in South-east Asia were by no means encouraged 
to abandon their primitive agricultural implements and to produce 
more expeditiously with modern ones. Quite the contrary. It was 
not at all in the white man’s interest to make life easier for the 
natives. He wanted them to go more alertly after those natural pro- 
ducts which he had come with his fleet of ships to carry away. If 
he offered any suggestions for technical improvements — which was 
seldom, since the natives knew much more about the matter than 
the newcomer — these would probably relate to the collection of 
trade goods rather than to their production. The foreign trader 
might be able to show the simple people how to get nuts, furs, hides, 
and lumber undamaged to the trading station, and perhaps how 
to preserve certain gums, plant extracts, harks, spices, or animal 
products. He might show them how to cut valuable trees most 
advantageously. Some of the skills thus co-operatively worked out 
survive. Malaysia has many trades today that have developed 
directly from the indigenous economy of forest and sea and have 
entered the modern world economy stage without passing through 
any intermediate culture stage. 


CHAPTER IV 

TILLERS OF THE SOIL 

IT rom forest horticulture came knowledge of that greatest of life’s 
mysteries, the seed. The use of the digging stick as planting stick 
was not the only early invention. To know how to improve on 
nature’s crude and wasteful method of disposing of plant seed was 
not enough. Means had to be found, too, of increasing the cleared 
area where seeds might be dug in. Accidental fires probably showed 
the way. To cut away the underbrush around a few favourite trees 
was slow work and did not get rid of the larger shrubs, especially 
not in a country where, because of tf \ 1 : many of the 

prevalent species send out almost : ■ <■ ■ ■ fr° m t ^ lcir 

many-branched crowns. , _ 

In the famous botanical gardens at Buitenzoorg, in Java, it seemed 
to me that the typical forest of the Asiatic tropics grows down quite 
as much as up. In the course of time, the main trunk of many trees 
almost disappears in a maze of gigantic feelers that make new con- 
tacts with Mother Earth, as though the tree did not feel well enough 
anchored to withstand the tropical storms. To cut away all these 
roots and the vines interwoven with them is quite an undertaking. 



But a forest fire, while it does not entirely destroy them, will damage 
the bark or the outer layers, and, after a time, the wood will rot 
away and the tree will fall. 

So the women, whose business it had become to plant rice in the 
fertile virgin soil r ' 1 len to burn down level 

sites that seemed ’ . . A 1 cultivation. Millet and, 

especially, upland rice thus assumed an importance in the diet and 
economy of the Malay peoples which in time superseded all reliance 
on the digging up of roots and tubers or, even more, reliance on 
the hunt. Or rather, two developments took place. In some parts 
of Sumatra and the Moluccas, the increased root crops proved so 
attractive that, through many generations, the natives continue to 
cultivate them; and there, to this day, several cultivated tubers, 
together with a few vegetables but no grains, form the principal 
diet. The cultivation of cereals demands a more advanced dis- 
cipline : the seasons and the best locations for good results have to 
he studied, and the hoe culturist must acquire regular habits in 
order to take advantage of the best times for planting. The Toradja 
of Celebes and the people of Timor, according to Pelzer, have 
reached this stage and, incidentally, have learned to orient them- 
selves by the stars, so as not to miss the proper time of the year for 
preparing the ground and planting. In Western Borneo, a branch 
of the Dyaks who inhabit the coastal plain have learned to utilize 
the wet land. They too have learned to watch for the change of 
season by the stars and do not sow until the Pleiades have reached 
a certain height above the horizon before daylight. One of the 
tribes makes use of a sun dial. From the length of the sun’s shadow 
at noon they know whether it is the right time of the year to plant, 
that is, the time when the monsoon rains will help the rice stalks 
grow but not destroy the ripening grain. 

The greatest discovery of all, however, was that it was possible 
to control the supply of water in the fields in such a way as to secure 
the balance between moist and dry conditions most suitable to the 
raising of rice at different stages of its growth. Today there are 
marked distinctions between what is called “wet” and “ary” cultiva- 
tion of rice. In the lowlands, where water is plentiful, much higher 
yields can be obtained because the fields can for months be left 
standing under a thin cover of water. But even in the higher alti- 
tudes, and especially on mountain slopes where without man’s help 
the falling rain waters have carved their own pools and channels, 
irrigation is also possible; but the water must be used more sparingly 
since it continues to fall to the bottom lands and some of the streams 
cease running altogether during part of the year. 

The irrigation of dry lands as a means of increasing the yield 
seems to have been an accidental discovery when men sought to 
protect their cleared fields from erosion. For instance, the Dusuns 
of Borneo deliberately leave some of the tree stumps and lay logs 
against them horizontally in steps down the steep mountain slopes 
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in order to prevent the humus from being washed away by the 
monsoon rains. The remarkable terraces of the Ifugaos in northern 
Luzon may have had a similar origin; sometimes the retaining 
walls are higher than the fields are wide. 

Today, native agriculture in tropical Asia may roughly be classi- 
fied as either wet or dry. Each predisposing condition has produced 
not only its own techniques but its yearly occupational cycle as well, 
and hence also its modes of living and its social customs. In the 
lowlands, the work of planting and reaping is concentrated on a 
relatively short part of the year, when all the man-power of a given 
village must be concentrated upon the job at hand. This necessity 
to economize the available labour, so as to get the largest yield, 
has led to a high development of co-operative arrangements. If after 
re-occupation there should be lack of food and need for relief, the 
officials of the United Nations* relief organization will find that tile 
common storage of grain for just such purposes is an old custom 
in many parts of the region. Of course, the existence of such stores 
cannot be relied upon, as the Japanese are quite capable of 
destroying what they cannot carry away with them. And hidden 
stores do not keep long in a tropical climate. 

The cultivation of grain foods does not necessarily make for per- 
manent settlement. Those tribes which learned to make use of fire 
did not always have the opportunity of also learning to make use 
of water by regulating its supply to their fields. On the contrary, 
running water often was their enemy. When they had cleared the 
ground and dug into it, torrential rains came and carried the loose 
soil away. When this had happened several times, the ground was 
exhausted; the yield grew poorer with each season, and finally 
starvation grimaced round the corner. So the peoples accustomed 
to the cultivation of dry rice and oilier cereals have in some cases 
remained nomads to this day — at least to die extent that they feel 
obliged every once in a while to move off, burn down some more 
forest and jungle growth, and start all over again. 

This moving from place to place would long since have proved 
disastrous for land and people a ^ke if the native peoples had pos- 
sessed more effective tools. Perhaps it is fortunate that the Western 
,“*■ have so long remained indifferent to the 
■ . ■ ve agriculture for home consumption. Had 

they tried, during the centuries of the people’s ruthless exploitation, 
to teach them how to increase the output of their fields, they would 
almost certainly have drained off the resulting surplus yields and 
starved the land by doing nothing to renew its fertility. As it was, 
the deterioration of the soil has been serious in spots. But the heavy 
rainfall and the prolific growth of vegetation in most sections of 
South-east Asia have so quickly repaired the damage inflicted upon 
the soil that often the same tribe would return to its former habitat 
which, having lain fallow for a number of seasons, would have 
recovered something of its former response to sun and rain. 
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Shifting Cultivators 

Between the primitive semi-nomadic tribe which leaves a district 
or neighbourhood when this can no longer support life, and the 
fully settled agricultural community, large numbers of people in the 
Philippines, in Netherlands India, Malaya, Thailand, Burma, and 
Indo-China occupy a middle stage. They are what is called “shifting 
cultivators” or, as the Chinese say, “slash-and-burn agriculturists.” 
They deliberately let some of the land they use lie fallow for ,a given 
period and clear a small forest area of corresponding size and so 
very gradually, by regulated steps, move over from a deteriorating 
to a fresher soil. They, too, use rather primitive tools. They, too, 
clear the ground with axe and fire, and do not bother to remove 
roots and stumps. But they go about their job more systematically. 
For example, the ashes from the cleared area, or as much of them 
as can conveniently be gathered, are used to prolong the fertility 
of the land. As the upland rice, the vegetables, or root crops which 
they plant, diminish in yield or fail to make headway against 
encroadiing weeds, the “shifting cultivators” get ready to abandon 
that particular field, having already prepared another. Through trial 
and error they often learn exactly how long it takes for a piece of 
land to be so depleted of its natural fertility as no longer to be 
worth planting. In this way, a regular system develops, with a cycle 
of years during which fields are first planted, continued to be 
planted, allowed to revert to their natural state, and, after a lapse 
of perhaps ten or fifteen years, cleared once more. 

During the first year of planting, the soil is little disturbed. 
During the second, it is necessary to dig a little deeper, and some 
hoeing is imperative to get rid of weeds. During the third year, 
these labours increase further. And yet the yield will gradually 
diminish. 

Originally, the division of labour between the sexes was such that 
the . 1,f ttion of the land was woman’s work; but 

with ■ . ■ . ■ the area under use expands, and more and 

more the men are called upon to prepare the ground. Then, if there 
is a limit to the flat area that can be cleared without going too far 
afield, it becomes necessary to make use also of sloping ground, so 
that the once carefree huntsman and trapper finds himself com- 
pelled to build terraces. Not only this, but a choice bit of land may 
be quite a way from the settlement, and it is impossible for the 
women to go there often enough to weed the field, and finally to 
harvest it. So some of the men have to stay there in temporary huts, 
as the Swiss do when they drive their herds, to the summer pastures. 

Eventually die day may come when practically all the land near 
the village has been exhausted of its fertility. It does not necessarily 
follow that the whole community will move. The best land now- 
available for cultivation may not be at all agreeable as a place of 
residence. So a decision has to be made as to which of a number of 



available sites for dry agriculture is the most promising, and the 
elders will appoint those who are to go in advance and do the work 
of clearance in preparation for those who plant the seeds. This is a 
vital business for the whole community. Omens are consulted to 
make sure that so important a decision is in accordance with die will 
of the presiding spirits or— if the people are Mohammedans— the 
will of God. 

With the growth of population as a result of inter-tribal peace and 
the beginnings of modern health provisions the devastation of large 
areas by this wasteful sort of agriculture has become a serious danger 
to the security of native populations. Several of the governments 
concerned have reached the point where they question the wisdom 
* _ r ■ ‘ ’ 1 ■: section of the indigenous population to con- 

' ■ ' but decidedly primitive hand-to-mouth kind 

of life. It is always a hazardous thing to interfere with the basic 
livelihood of such simple people as the “shifting cultivator.” But 
with due precaution it has been found possible, in parts of Sumatra 
and Borneo, to persuade that individual to introduce among his 
food crops — that is, his rice or com or tubers— a cash crop or two, 
perhaps a few rubber trees or coffee or pepper or coconut. Planted as 
soon as the land is cleared, such trees are left standing, free from 
choking weeds, when in the third year the site is abandoned as no 
longer yielding a sufficient food crop. When the cultivator returns 
to the same site a few years later, the trees will have grown enough 
to hear fruit, or yield sap, for which there is a market. If this goes 
on for several decades the once destitute cultivator, never more than 
a sprint ahead of starvation, may own a number of such tree- 
planted sites. If he is fortunate, he may, as the owner of a miniature 
orchard or plantation, live entirely from his cash crop and buy his 
food. 

There is, however, a fly in the ointment, which the Netherlands 
Indies officials have not been slow to recognize : who is to guarantee 
that, when all these scattered lots have been planted with trees, there 
really will be a market for their crops? The answer is that die growth 
of the area planted to such tree crops will be gradual, so that changes 
can be made in the choice of things to be grown if this should prove 
desirable. Moreover, for some of the products there is little com- 
petition in other parts of the world, and the market may be sup- 
posed to be fairly regular. In any event, these cultivators will not be 
worse off, except that they may have wasted some of their labour. 

From Planting Stick to Plough 

It should not be thought that native agriculture in South-east 
Asia is still predominantly carried on by such primitive means as 
have been described. The region, after all, has long been in touch 
with the outside world and has adopted some of the most advanced 
methods. The plough seems to have been introduced both from 
India and from China. Now, the wooden plough is not of much use 
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to break up heavy clays; but it is good enough on wet rice fields. 

These fields are usually left to cake in the burning sun after the 
harvest, and no attempt is made to plough them up until just before 
planting time, when enough water has been allowed to trickle in to 
soften the surface. In the cleared forest areas, too, the use of a 
wooden plough is quite practical if care is taken to break the ground 
before it is overgrown with weeds. The roots and stumps soon dis- \ 
integrate under the onslaughts of the microscope fauna of the 
tropics. You have seen pictures, no doubt of the use of water 1 
buffaloes [Carabaos) as draft animals. Usually a small boy will be 
seen sitting on the amiable bovine whose broad back provides pro- 
tection from snakes and other crawling creatures. The animal is | 
the Malay peasant’s most prized possession. He does not grudge f 
him long hours of leisure in some tree-shaded pool. ; 

The great majority of Malay ' " * passed through 

rhe stage of shifting cultivation tc j plough culture. 

When a man has cleared a piece of land and tilled it so that its 
fertility has a chance of renewing itself, when he has trained animals 
to help him in the heavy work of turning over the soil, when he 
has built walls and ditches to insure just the right amount of water 
needed for his crop, when he has, perhaps, surrounded his home !j 
with fruit-bearing trees and helped his womanfolk to plant a few / 
favourite vegetables — when he has done all that, he does not lightly 
relinquish his land to take up virgin soil. He will have learned what 
each small plot requires in the way of special care to bring forth all f 
that it is capable of yielding. Like an observing father of many 
children, he will know how to evoke in each a maximum of response. 

And so, in the course of time, not only do the denizens of every 
valley and every hillside specialize in their own major crop, but 
within the area which the community calls its own there will be 
specialization according to the nature and the exposure of each 
field. 

Often all three of the major categories of arable land are to be 
found in the same community: irrigated land or land naturally 
flooded by some stream during part of the year; dry land; and 
garden land, dose to the homes of the people ancl cultivated with 
special care to provide the table with a variety of fruit and vege- 
tables. This variation in the uses of land by one and the same com- 
munity, is, perhaps, the most civilizing of all influences. It means 
that habits of work and life must adapt themselves to many differ- 
ent needs. . Physical effort must be matched by mental effort if 
advantage is to be taken of each season of growth, if the labour of 
men, women, and children is to be dovetailed so as to neglect no t 
opportunity of adding to the material enjoyments of all. j 

Out of this enriched vocation cycle of the year, often including a ' 
double crop of the staple food, or of rice in rotation with some root 
crop, there prises a new versatility in dealing with problems in t 
human relations as well as with problems in the mastery of nature. 7 
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The rights of individuals and of families assume a new importance. 
Monopolies arise; and against these the community must defend 
itself. The more precious of the crops must be protected, and this 
too requires joint and organised effort. A palisade or a living hedge 
may be built around the village itself with its home gardens. Or 
some may be appointed as guards to watch the fields and to operate 
the often ingenious and elaborate contrivances for frightening away 
predatory birds. Some will become specialists in laying traps for 
wild hogs or elephants that destroy the crops, or for tigers and other 
carnivorous jungle animals that endanger the livestock. Some will 
become hydraulic engineers, directing the construction and repair 
of those irrigation ditches and waterworks on which the economic 
safety of the community now depends. 

And so the homogeneous community begins to take on a class 
structure. Different kinds of land are differently taxed. Only those 
are admitted to the vote who own some of the more valuable kinds 
of land: irrigated fields and gardens. The status of woman rises 
when with physical labour in the fields she combines an increasing 
variety of skills in and about the home. Old men, always honoured 
for the wisdom that comes with long experience, even in nomadic 
days and in the uncertainty of shifting cultivation, now are the 
custodians of established law which they expound with the know- 
ledge of many precedents. A growing disparity in wealth creates a 
new desire to assert status through lavish hospitality. There begins 
an accumulation of material goods that serve no useful purpose 
other than that of advertising the prosperity of their owner. Soon 
the whole community is ruled by prestige. 

Foresight now is indispensable to well-being. With a permanent 
residence and permanent land occupation, the peasants cannot 
allow their fields to become eroded but must take proper precautions. 
So, long before there has been any conspicuous improvement in the 
tools used, we find the sloping hillsides terraced and the water kept 
in, either with low stone walls or, where no stone is available, with 
walls made of day and grass. Even bricks may be baked solely lor 
the purpose of constructing such walls. There is a progressive in- 
crease of fields and gardens as population increases. More and more, 
poorer and poorer land is brought under the plough. 

Governments are beginning m learn that to remove populations 
from crowded and exhausted lands to some other location is not 
always the best solution of their problem. Unless there is a change 
in methods of production, the new clearings, too, may soon be 
worked out and their soil be washed into the river valley and into 
the sea. This happened when a group of villages were removed from 
rolling land in Cebu to similar land in Mindanao. They threw them- 
selves with enthusiasm into the task of growing three crops of corn 
a year on the virgin soil of their new home. Before long, the sou 
had disappeared. On the other hand, in Java and Madura, the vil- 
lagers have been encouraged to build new terraces near their old 
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homes, so as to utilize some thousands of acres that had never been 
cultivated. And those acres have become a permanent addition to 
the arable land. 

Another way to increase the food supply is to introduce new 
crops, or a better variety of an old one, or a new rotation of crops. 
As the uplands of Java which had yielded a sufficiency of rice 
became impoverished with over-use, the poorer peasants started to 
grow a root crop along with the cereal — not because it was more 
nourishing but because they could grow more of it. Agents of the 
Government tried to persuade them to grow something else next 
year-— perhaps a crop of beans or anything that would help to fer- 
tilize the land. But the peasants only asked, what shall we eat in 
the meantime? 

There is, of course, no satisfactory answer if the available area of 
arable land is really too small to feed a given population, or if rents 
and taxes are so high that the peasant cannot retain enough of 
what he grows for the use of his family. But conditions rarely are so 
desperate that with the satisfaction of hunger there cannot go some 
small improvement. Usually it is possible to engineer a least a 
gradual shift away from a land use that utterly destroys the basis 
of livelihood to one that will maintain and even increase it. The 
difficulty lies not so much in the peasant’s conservatism as in the 
urgency of the demands he must meet: taxes and interest on loans. 

Farming as Business 

Roughly speaking, the dividing line between primitive and modern 
farming lies between production for subsistence and production for 
trade. As soon as the peasant employs a moderately effective plough 
and follows it up with a rake of some sort, he is likely to think of 
disposing of some of his harvest in exchange for things which he 
cannot himself produce. The American farmer typically considers 
himself a business man. This idea would be strange to the great 
majority of Malay peasants. There is, however, a transition by im- 
perceptible grades from a mainly self-sufficient to a mainly com- 
mercial system of production. Most of the agriculture of the Philip- 
pines is in this transitional stage: its primary purpose is that of 
raising food for home consumption, but despite the impending 
severance of the country from its assured market in the United 
States, production for export has increased with each recent decade. 
Even since 1935, when there no longer was any question about the 
Islanders’ early obligation to stand economically on their own feet, 
the production of all the principal export crops has increased, while 
that of rice for home consumption — occupying nearly one-half of 
the country’s cultivated area — has somewhat decreased. Rice in the 
Philippines is the principal food for about two-thirds of the popu- 
lation, and yet the country does not raise enough of it for its own 
needs. One-third of the cultivated land before the war was planted 
to cash crops. 
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The Filipinos have definitely entered a stage in which their own 
economy must fit into that of some part of the outside world — not 
necessarily the United States, As a matter of fact, their economic 
dependence is primarily on other parts of South-east Asia. While 
the Filipinos pay for their imports in a roundabout way, chiefly 
through exports to the United States, it is the surplus rice production 
of Thailand and Indo-China on which they rely for their living: 
some four million bushels in 1941 out of a total consumption of 
fifty-eight million bushels. The year before, with a rather better 
harvest, the import of rice amounted to only two and a half million 
bushels. Toward the end of 1941, when Japan grabbed all the rice 
available in Indo-China and Thailand, the Philippines turned to 
Burma for some of its staff of life. How the people have managed 
since that country, too, was overrun, and especially since their own 
country became the prey of its northern neighbour, I do not know. 

Rice is not the only food which the Philippines normally import. 
Large quantities of wheat, of dairy products, and of meat also w r ere 
imported in the pre-war years. But these foods arc in a somewhat 
different category from rice : they could not easily have been pro- 
duced in the Philippines and therefore represent an enrichment of 
the plane of living-more especially of townspeople — made possible 
by the country’s exports, particularly of sugar, coconut oil and copra, 
hemp, tobacco, minerals, and such manufactured articles as em- 
broideries, cigars and cordage. 

The change-over from a simple subsistence economy to a modern 
commercial one depends on many circumstances and cannot be 
accomplished very quickly. This is shown also by what has hap- 
pened in Indo-China, though here the general situation is very dif- 
ferent. The country is an exporter of rice which, in addition to 
forming four-fifths of the native diet, makes up about seven-tenths 
of the export trade. This colony has been prosperous for generations 
because of the exceptional fertility and productivity of much of its 
soil. But even here the methods of production have lagged far 
behind those practised in the West. Poor seed selection, insufficient 
fertilization, and the use of primitive implements, despite years of 
effort on the part of the administration to improve matters, com- 
bine to make the total yield of the cereal per acre the lowest of 
any country in the Pacific. 

The causes of retardation, then, are primarily social. If peasants 
continue to use outmoded methods, it is not — as some unimagina- 
tive foreign commentators suggest— because they are too indolent 
to try anything new and too easily satisfied with what they have. 
It is not because the limits of productivity at a remunerative cost 
have been reached— a modern plough would pay for itself in a very 
few years, even on a rather small farm. It is not because the market 
is limited. It is because there has not as yet been enough education 
or enough, of an incentive to make the people feel that a larger 
effort and a larger yield would be for their own benefit. 


47 



In large parts of Indo-China, the people do not have enough to 
cat. And yet, while enterprises dominated by foreign capital — the 
growing of rubber and the mining of coal, for example— have in- 
creased hy leaps and bounds, not only rice production but that of all 
native food crops has lagged behind the growth of the population. 

There are several reasons why the Annamite, the Thai, or the 
Burmese farmer is not more progressive — why, for example, he goes 
on using the same inefficient plough that has been used for two 
hundred years or more, when a plough that cuts more deeply and 
throws the sod up obliquely can easily be had. It is not merely 
ignorance. The man who refuses to purchase an improved plough 
often has actually seen a demonstration of what it can do for him 
in his own village. One explanation is that the so-called “primitive” 
tools and methods, after all, are not so ineffectual considering the 
kind of land the peasant has and the kind of tillage he has to do. 
He can get along. And if despite all good advice this same peasant 
refuses to diversify his crops it is mainly because he knows that 
there is a market for his staple crop but is by no means certain that 
lie could get a worthwhile price for the small amount of maize or 
beans or cowpcas which lie as an individual could produce. 

The one thing which experts often find it so hard to understand 
is that the farmer and his family must eat. The peasant knows from 
long experience— that of the community if not his own — that with 
the traditional methods he can in normal years gain food enough, 
even after his rent and interest on his running debt have been paid. 
But when he departs from these time-honoured methods and tries 
something different he is quite uncertain of the results in terms, 
not of market price, but of food. He is too poor to make experi- 
ments. When he does make them — perhaps to please some govern- 
ment official — he is half-hearted about it; and this explains why he 
so often fails. In short, he behaves much as poor farmers behave 
everywhere. 

As one looks deeper for the psychological causes of th,e prevailing 
conservatism, the answer is found in the poverty and exploitation of 
the common farmer. In Thailand, the middleman, the creditor, and 
sometimes the landowner, often is Chinese and not of the farmer’s 
own nationality. The general picture of landlordism and its effects 
is the same everywhere. The peasant can take no advantage of rising 
prices when the market happens to be good, and suffers grievously 
when it is not. He is chronically in debt and, owing a large part of 
his harvest in payment of interest, has no inducement to improve 
the quality of his rice or whatever else he produces for the market, 

Land prices were forced up by speculation when, at the beginning 
of this century, the Government of Thailand opened up its part of 
the peninsula to exploitation. Some of the land was soon exhausted 
by the first settlers, largely Chinese, who cleared the jungle, so that 
it was a poor buy when it got into the hands of Thai peasants who 
came to settle there and make a home for their children. In central 
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Thailand., where the quality of the land is much better, its price 
reflects relative distance from one or other of the many waterways 
over which the produce has to be sent to market. Hence, die neces- 
sity of continually shipping rice, in order to pay die high rents, and 
not the suitability of the soil for one crop or another, determines 
what the farmer does with the land. In the depression years, 1931 
to 1933, many of the poorer farmers lost their savings, their draft 
animals, and what little land they still owned. 

The situation in Thailand is less serious than in some of the neigh- 
’ especially Burma with its influx of competitors 
'ndia. Sometimes die inability or unwillingness 
to introduce improvements of methods when 
these have been explained and demonstrated to them has its cause 
not so much in present discouragements as in a historical experience 
that has left its mark. For instance, there is reason to believe that 
the Khmer and the Cham peoples of Indo-China at one time en- 
gaged in far more elaborate and thorough forms of cultivation than 
they do now. Their indifference today is the outcome of the terrible 
injustices to which they were subjected when their great empires 
fell, and as the power of the Annamites continued to grow. It is also 
possible, of course, that in the course of wars and rebellions the 
most enterprising and intelligent of the people eidier fell or were 
enslaved. Others who were moderately successful may voluntarily 
have become assimilated to and intermarried with the dominant 
ethnic group. In short, what is left is a backward mountain village 
proletariat with a cultural heritage which today survives only in a 
few of its crafts and in the practices of its medicine men. 

In the Philippines, too, a good deal of neglect and seeming 
lethargy is unquestionably a result of intertribal strife in the past. 
We find evidence of this both among the Moros and among some 
of the non-Christian mountain tribes which still remember how their 
best lands often were, in Spanish times, appropriated by Christian 
Filipinos who enjoyed the backing of the government. The island 
of Luzon has a long history of trespasses by land-hungry Iloeanos 
upon the inherited domains of the Ifugaos. As a result, the latter 
have even in recent years been slow to register their lands, lest the 
legalization of their ownership might only produce another wave of 
spurious claims and disputes in which they would expect to be the 
losers. 

Modern Implements 

An American farmer usually would jump at the chance to make 
a few extra dollars by growing a crop 01 groundnuts or of soy beans 
if he were shown how it could be done, and especially if at tlie same 
time he were doing something to improve the soil But the Thai, 
Annamite or Malayan farmer is, first of all, concerned with the 
question of how such a departure from established usage would 
affect his relations with his fellow villagers. And these relations are 
firmly fixed by tradition. To do a little better this year than last is 
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nice, but it does not affect his standing in the community. A man J 
attempting to set himself off from his fellows by what our economists 1 

call conspicuous consumption would by that very fact proclaim | 

himself of no account. He would be a rebel, not an honoured first 
citizen. What raises a man in the eyes of his neighbours may be an 
unusual accomplishment if it is for the benefit of all; but even such 
a distinction has its limitations. For the Asiatic, the sort of security \ 
which we arc prone to seek as individuals by bettering our economic 
status, rests much more in the ties that bind his community j 

together; and those ties are strong because they are steeped in tradi- > 

tion. The security afforded by the bonds of family and community I 

weighs far more with the individual in simple societies than do l 

private possessions. The folklore of many peoples contains stories .] 
of misers who could not protect their wealth or their persons. In a 
tropical climate it is, of course, even more difficult than in the tem- 
perate zone to store for one’s own needs. The individual may be 
more aware of his helplessness as he faces the dangers of the jungle, 
of torrents, or earthquakes. But I do not believe that climate ex- 
plains the difference between the Malay’s attitude to self-reliance J 
and our own. After all, we have passed through the same stage. If ) 
it were not for the remnants of familial and tribal bonds in our own | 
present-day society of "sturdy individualism,” it would long since 
have collapsed — or given way to a collective system. 

The most advanced of the colonial governments in South-east j 

Asia, that of the Netherlands Indies, has found that it cannot force i 

the pace of modernization in the agricultural systems and methods ^ 

of its various subject peoples, and that no great harm is done if a j 

few innocent survivals of magic slow up progress. The various sys- ? 

terns and methods of agricultural production which flourish side j 

by side in Indonesia are proof that there has been and continues to j 

be a realistic adaptation of ingenuity and skill to many kinds of | 

natural environment and many new demands in the social and 
economic situation. There is need for little more. Progressive 
changes to insure survival and prosperity are not uniformly needed 
throughout the social fabric. They are needed mainly whero there 
is considerable alteration of the environmental conditions— for 
example, where jungle gives way to cultivated fields and where 
modern highways penetrate a formerly isolated mountain plateau. '• 
But this raises another question : why should not the great majority 
of Javanese peasants, and for that matter simple peasants anywhere, 
be allowed to go on as they have done for ages? After all, their 
welfare is determined by the ideas in their own minds of what is 
good and what is evil, what constitutes happiness and what misfor- 
tune— not by objective standards. Do they not, on the whole, manage 
quite well to provide themselves with those material aids, to well- 
being which they appreciate? Is it not, perhaps, outside interference 
that is responsible both for the material destitution of so many 
Asiatics (growth of population without corresponding growth of 
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resources for their sustenance) and for the mental anguish of those 
among them who oscillate between loyalty to the old civilization 
and admiration for the new? 

It is true that throughout South-east Asia conquest and the vic- 
tory of foreign ideologies have interrupted the age-old rhythms that 
controlled the growth of population in relation to available 
resources. It was outside interference that laid new and often crush- 
ing burdens on the people for “improvements” from which some- 
times they gained nothing at all. Imperialism, to take the most 
charitable view, helped millions to survive who otherwise would 
have died, but it robbed them of the old certainty that there was 
something worth surviving for. The fortunes of the humble peasant 
were linked to the stock quotations on the exchanges of London, 
Amsterdam, New York; and at the same time the Occidental giants 
who seemed so powerful that even the native princes could not 
stand up against them, permitted the wealth of the forest and of 
the sea to be filched from those who had depended on it for a living. 
Here and there the wilderness was tamed, but for millions life was 
made more precarious in new ways against which the wisdom of the 
fathers and of the scriptures did not prevail. 

The question, then, is pertinent: by what divine dispensation is 
it ordained that the people of tropical Asia must be brought into 
what we proudly call world economy, though actually it is the 
economy of a small alien minority? 

One answer, difficult to controvert, is that it is altogether too late 
seriously to consider putting a stop to a historic trend. It is no more 
possible to leave any part of the world alone, in the sense of per- 
mitting its inhabitants to work out their own salvation without 
regard to the rest of humanity, than it was possible for our own 
country to withdraw behind the imaginary curtain of its ocean 
fronts. The question is not really whether a substantial portion of 
the world’s population shall be forced against its will to take part 
in an all-inclusive world economy and world civilization. Except, 
perhaps, for small remnants of tribes, so isolated that they have 
practically no knowledge of the outer world, there are no peoples 
content to go on as they have in the past. 

Agriculture in by far the greater part of the world has become 
commercialized. It is no longer an incidental adjunct of activities 
primarily directed toward the satisfaction of personal wants— as it 
is with the suburbanite who spends a few minutes in his garden to 
gather strawberries for his breakfast. To talk about the possible 
self-sufficiency of Thailand or of the Philippines makes little more 
sense today than to talk about the self-sufficiency of the individual 
village community. Even if such self-sufficiency were possible it 
would be so only by virtue of a deliberate renunciation of those 
higher standards of life which men have striven to achieve with 
much sacrifice of immediate comfort. 

Whatever may be said about the deficiencies, even the aberrations 


and cruelties, of colonial and semi-colonial systems, it cannot be 
denied that at least they have accelerated the progressive advance 
from lower to higher levels of civilization which could not auto- 
matically take place within the old civilizations which they found. 
They have, through a commercial self-interest often in sharp de- 
fiance of the social good, shown the way to a higher productivity of 
man's own resources when applied to the abundant resources of 
nature in tropical and subtropical regions. And while higher pro- 
ductivity is not everything, without it the enjoyments, the comforts, 
and the security of the millions are limited to a level which, in re- 
trospect, appears to have been amazingly low through countless ages. 

We turn, therefore, from the relatively modem transitional stage 
which agriculture has assumed in most parts of tropical Asia, com- 
pared with the traditional stage of native agriculture which preceded 
it, to an even more advanced stage, that of commercial agriculture. 
That stage, although it predominates in all discussions of colonial 
economics, as though it were the only one that mattered, actually 
affects the lives of but a minority of the native peoples. The 
majority, while they contribute in part to world economy are not 
functionally part of it. They are essentially peasants and not “agri- 
culturists” — a term which, to my mind, involves at least a modest 
interest in agricultural economics beyond that in the occasional 
sale of small surpluses of produce in the local market. Or perhaps 
one may explain the difference between the peasant and the agri- 
culturist by comparing it with that between the artisan and the 
industrialist. It is not so much a difference in scale of operations or 
the use of modern machine tools, though these factors are part of 
the picture, as one of attitude. The artisan produces for immediate 
purposes intimately known to him, whether he be a wheelwright 
who repairs the carts of his fellow villagers or a weaver who sells 
his wares in the local market. He knows how to do certain things 
and does them for whatever remuneration his efforts may gain him. 
The industrialist thinks of the demand first and not of what he has 
to supply. He is ready if necessary to change his methods and his 
implements and the cliaracter of his output itself, if by such means 
he can increase his profits. In the same way, the peasant, whether he 
consumes most of his produce or markets a large part of it, has his 
eyes fixed on the particular piece of land he has, what crops it has 
been customary to grow on it, and the customary way of growing 
it. It is precisely because he thinks more like an artisan than like an 
industrialist that it is difficult to make him adopt a new crop or a 
method of cultivation very different from diat to which he has been 
accustomed. "When he allows market prices and costs to determine 
his choices of crops, and the methods of producing them, he has 
ceased to be a peasant. 


52 



CHAPTER V 

MERCHANT ' FARMERS 

Toward the cncl of the last chapter we spoke of the dualism that 
runs through the agricultural economy of most of South-east Asia. 
The simplest way of looking at it is to regard one side of the divid- 
ing line as essentially peasant farming and the other as essentially 
commercial farming. .There is a good deal of overlapping, of course. 
Through large sections of the region rice is grown by small cultiva- 
tors with an attention to detail and with means as intensive as those 
of any cantaloupe grower in the Imperial Valley. The individual 
holding may be small, but the trade as a whole is organized to gear 
into tire machinery of world supply. That the cultivator and his 
family also live on rice is incidental, although without the traditional 
reliance of the local population on that grain the industry would 
probably not have developed. There is overlapping also when we 
find in certain areas that large estates under foreign management, 
devoted to a single commercial crop, have got into the habit of 
setting part of their holdings aside to permit the production of food 
for local consumption. 

Nevertheless, the distinction is sound. Commercial agriculture 
develops in areas where the population has grown too large to be 
self-sustaining. Such a community may bethink itself of some crop 
which it is in an especially favourable position to produce, and 
specialize in that. And if this stratagem succeeds, the tendency will 
be to grow more and more for cash and less and less for the kitchen. 
After a time, the community, without giving up its. dependency 
on agriculture for its livelihood, will have become quite incapable 
of going on without trade. If they specialize in some crop that is not 
food they will have to buy elsewhere a large part of what they eat. 
So food production itself may become a specialty. Let us envisage 
two areas, A and B. A produces tobacco, the larger part of which 
it sells to B. Before long, the people of B have become so accus- 
tomed to the use of tobacco, which they can only get through pur- 
chase, that it becomes a necessity for them to produce far more rice 
than they can consume. Now both districts have become dependent 
■ 1 1 ’— with a great difference: district A , which 

n-essential crop, must continue to find customers 
for it or engage in some other trade or export labour power in order 
to live; district B, which found it easy to produce more food, must 
sell merely to maintain a higher standard of living. In the course 
of time, district B with its good arable land may have so increased 
in population that even the sale of a large part of its rice harvest 
every year no longer suffices to support the people in the mode of 


life to which they have become accustomed: now it is district B 
that has become “over-populated.” And, as a matter of fact, most 
of the complaints about over-population in South-east Asia today 
come from regions with an exuberant vegetation, lands that regu- 
larly produce two crops a year and flow with milk and honey, so 
to speak. 

Take Burma, for example, Lower Burma is a country made up of 
the rich soil deposits of its great rivers, the Irrawaddy, the Sittang, 
and the Salween. This fertile valley is considered by many the best 
rice-growing land in the world. The crops were large enough to feed 
a sizable population and much of the land remained jungle because 
there was no necessity to reclaim it. Though there were crowded 
populations in India and China, the international trade in rice was 
necessarily small before the advent of the steamship. The cost of 
^ transportation was too high in relation to the cost at which food 
could be produced elsewhere. But in less than a hundred years 
Lower Burma had become one of the great granaries of the world. 
Its rice exports amounted to three and a half to four million tons 
a year. Rangoon in the late ’thirties was one of the two or three 
busiest ports in the world. The population of Lower Burma had 
increased in proportion with the growing rice trade, or perhaps a 
little more. The area under rice almost trebled between 1891 and the 
middle ’thirties; and although the country swarmed with immi- 
grants from the northern mountain districts and from China and 
India, almost one-half of the total rice crop was exported. Then 
came die depression. In April, 1934, the price of rice was only two- 
fifths of what it had been in 1929. The teeming population of Lower 
Burma no longer was the envy of the world. “When paddy com- 
mands a good market,” says a Rangoon editor, “Burma is glad and 
prosperous; when it is not she is sad and impoverished. Over 90 per 
cent, of her people are dependent on rice for a living.” Instead of 
reducing the area of land under rice, there was talk, just before the 
outbreak of war, of reclaiming more swamp land, though this would 
have meant costly construction of river embankments and drainage 
canals. 

Now, let us look for a moment at Upper Burma, a poor moun- 
tainous country, some of it rocky and some excessively dry. The 
contrast between this area and Lower Burma may be compared 
with that between New England and Virginia in colonial days. In 
the north, possibilities of large-scale cultivation were strictly limited. 
But many different crops that could not be grown so well in the 
warmer lowland or which the lowland people, with their immense 
staple crops, did not have the patience to cultivate, would do moder- 
ately well. In Burma this meant, among other things, tree crops 
versus rice. Thus, although chronically over-populated in the past, 
Upper Burma became relatively prosperous in modern times, with 
exports of tea, oranges, lac, tung oil, cotton, beans, and tobacco. 
Just before the war broke out, promising experiments were going 
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on with the cultivation of sugar, silk, peanuts, and a variety of fruits. 
As it diversified its agriculture, Upper Burma also went farther 
than the southern part of the country in developing small industries. 
Like the New Englanders in colonial days, the hill people were 
pushed by circumstances in the direction of progress. Visitors to 
northern Burma and the Shan States in the years just before the 
present war sometimes wrote about the orchards, small farms, and 
the prosperous little towns as though we might expect a new Cali- 
fornia, a realm of intensive horticulture interspersed with indus- 
trial crops, to emerge there at any moment. Some of these pictures 
may have been overdrawn, but there are interesting possibilities; 
and these possibilities will depend a good deal on whether capital 
can be attracted for road building and other investments. 

Similar contrasts are to be found in neighbouring Thailand, 
There, also, rice has long been the principal crop and is now the 
basis of the country’s economy. Most of it is grown on land watered 
by the great river system. In ancient days the Khmer people, who 
built the magnificent temples of Cambodia, had an extensive sys- 
tem of wet farming on the level lands Being northerners originally, 
like their predecessors, the Thai did not quite know what to do with 
the enormously fertile inundated lands around the river deltas. 
Some of them they never reclaimed, although now the pressure of 
population in the central plain and in the delta areas is considerable. 

For centuries the Thai cultivated only as much rice as they needed 
for their own food and left the rest of the land under jungle and 
forest. Then exports through Bangkok increased. And now the 
whole country depends on them. Rice cultivation became so profit- 
able that the Thai no longer took the trouble to grow other foods. 
Urey got so taken up with their vast stretches of level rice paddies 
that they almost forgot what to do with sloping land or with land 
that was not flooded once a year. For the people of Lower and 
Central Thailand, rice growing has become a Business, They are in 
it to make money. And so, when the world economic depression 
came, they were hit— not as the small fanner is hit who has his 
vegetable garden, his orchard, and his wood lot, to fall hack upon, 
blit as a business man is hit who has put his all in ostrich leathers 
a week before ostrich feathers go out of style. In this part of Thai- 
land, the effect of the depression was similar to that in Burma. Up 
to the time when the war upset everything, the agricultural experts 
looked feverishly for new crops that might be introduced to make 
the growers less dependent on the unreliable world price of rice. 
The Government, thoroughly alarmed, sent its agents around to 
preach the growing of more food for home consumption. Their 
pamphlets on the homely virtue of beans are worthy of the best 
American models in that field of literature; their commendations 
of the dairy industry are poetry. 

In Indo-China, too, we have something of the lowland-upland 
contrast, the contrast between a rural life sustained by large-scale 
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production o£ a staple crop and one diversified by the requirements £ 

and uses of different soils and exposures. Rice provides four-fifths l 

of the people’s diet and seven-tenths of the country’s exports. If f 

you think of farming as pottering around in fields and pastures, | 

growing this and that, cutting hay one week and picking apples | 

another, then most of the people in Cochin-China and in Annam I 

can hardly be called farmers. One kind of crop is all they have | 

ever learned to raise. If for any reason the export market for their J 

product were to drop out they would be as helpless as a bus driver £ 

in a horse stable. 5 

In Indo-China, too, “over-population” first developed in the river- J; 

delta regions. The density of land occupancy here is in some places t; 

greater than that of a Chicago suburb. Yet no other industries have ^ 

grown up to keep the people employed. Just as in Burma and in fi 

Thailand, there is a tendency now for the highland populations to i 

grow beyond the numbers which the traditional land uses can sup- « 

port. Since the fields are not naturally flooded or of the same fer- |: 

tility as the river-deposited lowland soils, here too poverty can be 
combated only with skill, willingness to experiment, and invest- j 
ment of capital. None of these three things has thus far been avail- 
able to a sufficient degree. There are not even good enough trans- 
portation facilities to bring rice from the lowlands to the uplands, f 
So, although all sorts of valuable crops are grown in the rolling 
country, none of them is produced in large enough quantities to j 
become an important article of export, even to ‘ C 1 - | 

There is, then, an inner maladjustment ' 1 ' . | 

economy of each of the three countries of Farther India. Its cause j‘ 

is only in part geographical; and it has nothing to do with the ■ 

character of the populations, which are different from each other 
in origins and in their present ways of living. Rather, the cause lies 
in the fact that all thes countries south of China have been warped l 

in their economic development by the commercial expansion of ] 

Europe. They have come under the influence of European powers i 

later than die island archipelagos of the South China Sea. Burma 
until 1937 was an outlying province of India. Indo-China was 
occupied by France more as a next-best since France could not 
secure for herself a slice of China. Thailand, the former Siam, ' 

escaped being attached altogether since neither Great Britain nor 
France cared to make war on the other for its possession. Never- 
theless, it was European trade, European ships, and European capi- ; 
tal which first gave all three of these countries the impetus to that 
concentrated production of rice which has pretty nearly come to 
he their undoing. In all three countries, the governments were con- 
stantly in need of more revenue and encouraged those types of 
enterprise from which a toll could be collected most easily. In all 
diree countries labour immigration was favoured until it became a 
threat to the safety of the state. Absentee landlords, absentee capi- 
talists, contract labourers who sent most of their wages away to 
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their homeland — even abse.rf'^ ; were the forces 

that shaped the economic ; ^ >e countries. 

When during the recent world* economic depression reliance on 
a few export crops led to inevitable disaster, it was too late to right 
what was wrong in the economic set-up. Foreign labourers might 
be sent home. Agricultural agents might be sent around to preach 
the gospel of rotation of crops. A few promising peasant sons might 
even be sent to school to learn new agricultural methods. Plans 
might he laid for new credit institutions, for curbing abuses, for the 
construction of roads and railroads and great waterworks None of 
this could make up for long years of neglect. Despite the great 
natural wealth of the region, the people of all three countries are 
poor, ignorant, unaccustomed to co-operation beyond the coniines 
of the community, distrustful of their respective governments. 

Economic Dualism 

The “dualism” of Netherlands India's economy cannot be charged 
altogether against its foreign rule. Thailand, which has never been 
subjected to a Western power, is even more definitely chained to the 
world market. Even if no profits were drained off to enrich European 
investors, the two economic systems — the native and the commercial 
would continue to exist side by side. And it really makes little 
difference to the overburdened small man whether the landlord 
and the middleman who get the lion's share of what he produces 
lives in Amsterdam or in Bangkok. The returns from peasant pro- 
duction suffice if they provide an adequate hut modest livelihood 
for the cultivator, but the returns from commercial production 
must in addition support the inflated standard of living of those 
whose main function is precisely that of swelling— of waxing fat 
on the blood they suck from the workers. In this sense the great 
port cities of South-east Asia are as parasitical as those of Europe, 

Of course, many merchants are hard workers; and there are 
loafers among the peasants. All categories overlap; you cannot say 
of one class that it is purely creative and of another that it is purely 
vegetative. It would be difficult to say whether a Javanese farmer 
who sells a large part of what he grows in order to pay his taxes 
and to purchase manufactured articles, but who has never seen a 
city and has no idea what becomes of his rice after he has sold it, 
does or does not belong to the capitalist system. Perhaps we had 
better let him decide that for himself: if he shows no hankering 
for things much different from those his grandfather has enjoyed 
and is happy to spend his life pottering around the village and 
its immediate environment, then he probably is pre-capitalist in his 
functions and in his thinking even though he makes use of money. 
The man who lives in a pre-capitalist world is not thereby excluded 
from world civilization. He may he linked to millions of people 
through common language, religion, consciousness of race, fear of 
the same demons and enjoyment of the same puppet-shows. Indeed, 
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some of the most complex social arrangements for agricultural pro- 
duction — in the matter of irrigation, for instance — may belong to 
the non-capitalistic side of the dual economy. 

On the other hand, take one of the native sultans under the 
British or the Netherlands flag. He may live ir O r- 1 -- 
enjoy the arts and pleasures native to his land, , - ■■ ■ ^ - . ■ ■ 

the rites of Islam, keep away as much as possible from Europeans, 
and know little of any European language. Yet this man, with a 
fortune enlarged a thousandfold through its investment in sugar 
or rubber or tobacco plantations established in his territory by 
foreigners, certainly belongs to the capitalist system, is in fact one 
of its chief beneficiaries. Ihe Sultan of Johore ruled over a jungle 
before rubber was introduced. The Sultan of Deli (in Sumatra), 
also grown fabulously wealthy from rubber, and this in a single 
generation, hears the cash register ring each time you light a cigar 
with a Sumatra wrapper. His father lived little better than a peasant 
though his subjects prostrated themselves when he came down the 
road, which by the way they no longer do. 

These subjects, and those of all the other potentates, remain poor. 
They may be a little more secure; but they can hardly be unper- 
turbed as the plantations extend farther into the forest, and hordes 
of immigrant unbelievers are settled among them to make wealth for 
white foreigners. Once these woods were theirs. The Sultan was one 
of them though elevated high above them byhis rank. Now they are 
no longer even in the centre of the scene. They are poor relatives, 
kept out of sight. And like poor relatives some of them, have sneaked 
among the wage-earners, undignified though it be; and some have 
wandered off to join the footloose proletariat. 

What distinguishes the Netherlands Indies and the Philippines 
from the other countries of South-east Asia is that the native peasant 
is somewhat better protected by anti-foreign land laws as he gradu- 
ally gets drawn into the modern commercial system. The dualism 
win be there as long as some of the people work on the land to earn 
wages while others work on it as part of their way of life. Now, the 
first consequence of the existence of the two economies side by side 
is that what is good news for the one may be bad news for the other. 
In the United States, when there is a good year for cotton — high 
yields and an attractive world demand — everybody is the gainer: 
northern farmers, who do not grow cotton, cash in on the pros- 
perity of the southern farmers by selling them more wheat, fruit, 
meat, cheese, hides, and a hundred other things that grow better 
or are produced more cheaply in the north than in the south. But 
when the coconut growers of Netherlands India get a good price 
for copra, large numbers of native peasants are the losers, because 
they are consumers of coconut oil and have to pay approximately 
the world price for it, but have nothing to sell to the coconut 
growers. There is nothing a government can do about this or about 
even more serious discrepancies between the price fluctuations of 
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what the common peasant has to sell and must buy. But it can 
protect him somewhat against the danger that large-scale foreign 
enterprise will cut in on his resources for making a living. Above 
all, it can protect him in his enjoyment of the land itself. And the 
two governments of which we are now speaking are doing that with 
fair success. 

Foreign ownership, of land is not, of course, the only factor that 
determines the extent to which capitalism encroaches upon the native 
economy. The distribution of land ownership as between the native 
users ox the soil may be equally disturbing. Out of five Filipinos 
only two own land and house, and two more own the houses they 
live in — more aptly described as shacks — but not the land they till. 
In the richest sugar-cane district, only one in ten of the families 
owns any part of the occupied land, and almost one-third own 
neither house nor land. This may not be so bad if you think of a 
country where it is customary for farmers to rent their farms. But 
we are speaking here of a purely agricultural country cultivated 
for many generations by the ancestors of those who now live there, 
all of them simple peasants with no property worth mentioning 
if they do not own a piece of land. In the province of Nueva Ecija, 
in central Luzon, artificial irrigation at public expense has made 
a fertile soil available for rice cultivation. But less than one-third 
of the families supposed to benefit from this public improvement 
own any of the land. It is in this province that a number of peasant 
uprisings have taken place in recent years; and the main cause of 
discontent is that the people who at one time owned the land 
they tilled now have to pay exorbitant rents for it. One cause of 
increased tenancy is the growth of population. For several genera- 
tions, now, there has been a reduction in death rates without a 
corresponding decline in birth rates. As a result, the demand for 
land goes up and with it the price of land. In the more crowded 
sections of Java, of Indo-China, of the Philippines, the married son 
no longer can buy land enough to bring up a brood of children or 
his own. So he rents additional land, and rents rise proportionately. 
It is at this point that the peasant falls into the clutches of the 
usurer. He has to sell or mortgage what little land he has m order 
to pay his debt, and sometimes merely the interest on his debt. 
Land ownership gets concentrated in the hands of a few wealthy 
local squires or of corporations whose large-scale enterprises soon 
transform the once free farmer into a wage-slave. The Philippine 
Government has tried to stem this trend by breaking up and selling 
the large estates which it had taken over from the Church. How- 
ever these did not provide enough land to fulfil such a purpose, 
and 7 it was difficult to prevent the land from falling again into the 
hands of large owners. In fact, most of the sales have been made 
for the growing of sugar and other industrial crops, not for mixed 

^I^Cochin-Cliina, rents of one-half of the rice harvest are common. 



As a result, many of the small tenants there, too, are permanently 
in debt to their landlords. Immigration has added to the natural 
growth of population a pressure on land values and sent them sky- 
high. Again, the measures taken by the Government are insuffi- 
cient : a little construction here and there to drain and irrigate more 
land for rice-growing, or a start with the establishment of rural 
credit hanks to make the peasants a little less dependent on the 
moneylenders. As it is, they can barely afford to cat of the rice 
they grow. 

In Lower Burma and in southern Thailand, the best rice land is 
in the hands of absentee landlords. Tenants must renew their leases 
from year to year. If they are successful in raising a good crop they 
have to pay that much more rent the next year. In one district near 
Bangkok more than four out of every five farmers are tenants — 
an unusual proportion in a country where commercialized farming 
is so recent. Naturally, a large proportion of these people are in 
debt, both to alien (Chinese) and to native usurers. 

In British Malaya, no serious development of commercial farming 
by native Malay peasants has taken place at all. Instead, the Govern- 
ment has invited Indians and Chinese to come in to man the big 
plantations. Many of these have settled down and are now in pos- 
session of most of the medium-sized farms. It may be said of 
Malaya that it is part jungle and part industrial plant, with farm- 
ing, as we understand the term, only as a side-show. 

In Netherlands India more attention has been paid to the im- 
provement of native farming than in any of the other countries of 
South-east Asia. Serious and successful efforts have been made to 
hold in check the tendency to concentration of ownership. Con- 
sidering the density of population in many districts, j.he proportion 
of tenant-farmed land is not large. Where tenancy does predomin- 
ate because of exceptional population pressure, as in Central Java 
and around Batavia, rents usually rise as high as one-half of the 
harvest. Naturally, the Javanese who pay these rents are poor. In 
the so-called Outer Islands — that is, everywhere except Java and 
Madura— relatively simple traditional peasant farming still prevails 
amid huge estates devoted to commercial crops, crops owned, of 
course, by non-natives and often manned if not with, immigrants 
then with contract labourers brought in from the crowded sections 
of Java. 

Sometimes those who talk about the troubles of Asiatic peasants 
blame their difficulties on their thriftlessness. The peasants would 
not have lost their land, they say, if they had not fallen into debt. 
And they have fallen into debt because they are lacking in fore- 
sight. I think it would be more correct to say that they have fallen 
into debt because it was in the interest of some people that they 
should. In die older Malay society there was no' particular advan- 
tage in having a man in your debt. You would rather he paid you 
off as soon as possible, Islam prohibits taking interest because of its 
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anti-democratic tendency. But under the new dispensation, with the 
importance which cash crops have attained in the economy, you 
can go on making the debtor work for you year after year simply 
by seeing to it that he never produces quite enough to make both 
ends meet and so must borrow each year to keep himself and his 
family going. If the interest on the debt is made high enough, such 
a man can never keep enough of his product for his own use to 
see the year through. 

Usury and indebtedness seldom go alone. Once a man has had 
to sell his land and must pay rent in order to live, the landlord and 
the moneylender between them can squeeze him dry. He gets as 
little, or less, for his labour as though he worked for them on a 
wage basis. And when this has gone on for some time and enough 
farmers have been reduced to that state, tlic landlord and the 
moneylender — often two-in-onc— may be rich enough to move into 
town and lead a gentleman’s life. 

Factories in the Fields 

In addition to the distinction between peasant farming and com* 

■ : ' ' ‘here is also a distinction between commercial and 

, Bice cultivation, as carried on in Farther India, 
is commercial terming, even when the grain is hulled and sorted in 
a local mill before it is exported. The method of producing the crop 
still is traditional, though now applied on an enormous scale. Indus- 
try is a matter of refinement and mechanization of methods in 
accordance with scientific principles, above all of specialization of 
functions. The scale of operations is immaterial. Some of the large 
plantations in South-east Asia are simply overgrown farms. Many 
more belong, together with the factories, the shipyards and the 
mines, in the realm of industry. It just happens that they make use 
of rural labour; but so did the early cotton mills, and so do the 
canning plants of the United States to this day. 

The sugar plantation with its crushing mill, the coconut planta- 
tion equipped to dry the kernels and press out the oil, the tobacco 
plantation with its drying and sorting sheds, the tea garden, and 
many other large-scale enterprises in tropical Asia to some extent 
re-create the synthesis of primitive peasant farming; they employ 
skill to assist nature and skill to fabricate her gifts into things use- 
ful to man. There still are gaps. The products of these establish- 
ments do not appear on your table all wrapped in the original 
cellophane. But already the rubber people of Akron own ana run 
some plantations, and some of the sugar centrals in the Philippines 
are financially connected with the great American refineries. More 
industrial than agricultural is the production of sugar, rubber, 
tobacco, teak — and in some parts of the region coconut, palm oil, 
coffee, tea, tung oil, gambier, spices, pineapples and other fruit. 

There is, of course, no clear division between industrialized and 
ordinary commercial farming. The same kind of crop, not only 


coffee but also sugar, for instance, may in one place be produced 
mainly by peasants in small lots and near-by in buge quantities 
on scientifically managed estates. A combination of the latter with 
production on estate-supervised peasant-owned farms is today the 
most characteristic form of large-scale enterprise in the Asiatic 
tropics. You get the general idea when you think of the clothing 
industry in America m the latter part of the nineteenth century; 
it had not yet emerged altogether from the home-industry stage — 
which itseli was a development from the pre-industrial tailor shop. 
There were few factories, and these were at the same time the 
employers of a multitude of small shops that contracted either for 
the making of whole garments or only for some particular operation 
on the garments. But the introduction of more costly machinery, 
more extensive use of power, and what you may call scientific man- 
agement, destroyed the advantages of low rents, long hours, and 
starvation wages, that had kept the sweatshops going for many 
decades; and today when you buy a ready-made suit you may feel 
fairly certain that it has been produced under tolerably decent con- 
ditions. Of course, the small man who receives his materials and 
his instructions from a big concern — sometimes also his implements 
which he either rents or pays for in instalments — is in a very dif- 
ferent position from the independent producer. He does not know 
the market; often he does not understand why one method rather 
than another is insisted upon, or how the price or piece rate offered 
him is arrived at. He is already half-way to die status of a wage- 
earner who merely does what he is told. 

Thus the peasant who makes a contract with a neighbouring 
estate. There is, for example, the Javanese who grows coconuts and 
sells them to a nearby mill which dries and presses the kernel 
(copra) to prepare the oil for export. This man formerly grew coco- 
nuts for his own use. Then, being perhaps more successful than 
others or having a little more ground around his house, he 
specialized in growing coconuts. He sold the surplus of his crop in 
the market where it was bought by wholesalers who sold what they 
collected to even larger dealers. Then these dealers, dissatisfied with 
the quality of the nuts, or for other reasons, set up estates where 
they could experiment with the growing of trees on a larger scale 
ana under scientific supervision. But the demand for copra and 
coconut oil ke ■ 4 ■ ’’T ud so the same people went on buy- 
ing from the ’ . ■ ■ . \: ■ , it made no difference to the small 

man that now he was on the outer edge of a very large business. 
While the market kept up, he still got his price — -around 1921 about 
twenty-five guilders for a thousand nuts, from which the mill could 
produce about 200 kg. of copra. Then, for reasons about which he 
knew nothing, the world market collapsed. All prices went down, 
but especially those of colonial products that competed with home 
products in the industrial countries. Under our own tariff law, for 
example, coconut oil was imported free of duty until 1921. It was 
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used to make soap and in its refined form served as an ingredient 
in various margarines and lard substitutes, and in the making of 
confectionery. American producers of cottonseed and other vege- 
table oils after the World War wanted the American market lor 
themselves. So a duty of two cents a pound was imposed on coconut 
oil, and our imports dropped from sixty-three million pounds in 
1920 to three million pounds in 1922. By 1927, the imports of this 
oil were so small that they were not even listed separately any more. 
But the Oriental and South Seas, producers still had other customers, 
in both Asia and Europe. These customers some years later also 
got frightened by the shrinkage of world trade and either tried to 
substitute other products for coconut oil or to limit their purchases 
of it to their own colonies. The economic depression from which all 
the world began to suffer in the late ’twenties was an inevitable 
result of all the tariff walls that had been built up in this period 
of growing economic isolation. For large producing countries with 
no privileged market of their own — such as the Philippines had in 
the United States— the situation became calamitous. They might 
eat more of their own products, but they could not suddenly change 
from a diet of rice, which had to be partly imported, to one of 
coconuts, tea, rubber, and mattr^s stuffing (kapok). 

To return to our peasant on the south-east coast of Java— he had 
to go on selling his coconuts because he needed the money to buy 
food : rice and corn and cassava. He could eat a little less rice 
which was brought from a distance and a little more corn and 
cassava which were grown locally. But he had to have money. 
Therefore, he sold his thousand, nuts, which had netted him 
twenty-five guilders in 1921, for seven and a half in 1935. He could 
not buy enough food with that, though the price of rice had gone 
down from about seven guilders in the fall or 1921 to not quite two 
in that of 1935, and other prices in proportion. So, after many 
prayers which remained unanswered, he at last decided to sell his 
buffalo. In 1921, an animal of its years and strength would have 
brought one hundred and twenty guilders; now he could only get 
ten for it, and that was more than some of his neighbours got for 
theirs What else did he have to sell? He had been making roof 
tiles off and on, and for these he used to get eleven guilders per 
thousand in the local market. But now his neighbours were as poor 
as he, and there was little building. He was lucky when a local 
mosque bought his tiles at a guilder and a half per thousand. 

Our peasant was no longer able to buy anything but necessary 
food for himself and his family. The wall-lamp which he used to 
keep burning all through the night he now filled with vegetable 
oil, made in the neighbourhood, because he could no longer afford 
kerosene. That, too, cost money; so he made himself a smaller 
lamp consisting of a bottle and a tiny wick, and this he blew out 
before he went to bed. He no longer bought matches but made fire 
once a day with an old-fashioned flint and under from the sugar 



palm,., The family now practically lived on cassava and gaplek — 
which is the dried root of cassava. He also grew a little corn, but 
that was still saleable, so it went to the market despite its relatively 
high food value. Sometimes his wife travelled all day to the market 
town and back again all the next day, because she could get a few 
cents more there for the baskets of corn and pepper she had to sell. 
But even so, die holiday season approached, and for the first time 
in their lives the family had to go without new clothes. 

This Javanese peasant and millions like him in the Philippines 
and in other countries of South-east Asia, too, are in a position 
comparable with that of die sweatshop workers in our own country 
before manufacturing industry became organized and threw off 
the chrysalis of its humble origin in home industry. The small 
man’s unstandardized products do not command a high enough 
price to repay him for his labour. In Netherlands India, die liveli- 
hood of millions of peasants was, if not wiped out, at least made 
extremely difficult by the world economic depression. All their 
Government could do for them was to resettle some of diose from 
the most densely populated districts (where they could not get land 
to grow more food for themselves) in the Outer Provinces where 
land was still to be had for the clearing; and to show many more 
how they might re-establish themselves as independent farmers 
without relying on cash crops at all. But the great majority of small 
cultivators in Netherlands India have not found it easy to return 
to the ways of their fathers, which meant doing without many 
manufactured articles to which they had become accustomed. Nor 
could they help seeing that their children did not prosper on the 
vitamin-and-mineral-poor diet which was ail they could now afford. 

Peasants in the other countries of the region whose existence has 
become partly dependent on foreign trade and on the large enter- 
prises that bought their cash crops fared even worse than the 
Javanese. They can neither go back to the old ways of self-suffi- 
ciency nor, unaided, go forward .into an age of thoroughly com- 
mercialized and industrialized agriculture. The only possibility of 
improving their lot lies in the absorption of many of them in enter- 
prises so large and so well financed, so important for the economy 
of the distant mother country, that then* government cannot allow 
them to go down but in one way or other will prop up prices. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CRAFTSMEN AND ARTISTS '■ 'o V v 

odern industries have grown from the modest rice .fU^;" 
gardens, and orchards of Malay peasants. Others of the commercial 
staple crops, like coffee and rubber, were introduced from outside 
for the purpose of feeding foreign trade; and some of these, too, 
have given rise to industries. In the same way, it is possible to dis- 
tinguish between industries that have grown out of old-established 
native handicrafts and others introduced full-fledged, either to save 
the importation of manufactured articles or to give additional value 
to local raw materials before they are exported. 

When people speak of the “industrialization” of Indo-China or 
Netherlands India, they usually have in mind the heavy industries 
and other power-using industries, such as cotton mills, where manu- 
facture is from the start on a large scale and has no direct relation 
with previous forms of production in the country. These new indus- 
tries are the most important from the standpoint of foreign trade, 
of public finance and even from that of national defence, as in the 
case of metal and cement works. But from the standpoint of the 
native people the mechanized industries that are closely linked with 
the traditional crafts may have a greater immediate importance. 
They affect the lives of the people more closely, offer opportunities 
to larger numbers, and more directly affect standards of living. 

We have become accustomed to think in such polarities as town 
and country, agriculture and industry, and so forth. These are 
simplifications, used to help us in our social thinking. Actually, 
there are no such sharp contrasts. Town are overgrown villages, 
for the most part; and industry has its origin in the needs of men 
living close to nature. The principal occupation of early man was 
that of pottering about. Sometimes he invented a tool, and then 
he discovered that it had more than one use. The same chipped 
piece of flint which served as a spearhead with which he could fish 
could also be attached to an arrow with which he could shoot birds. 
A knife fashioned to cut meat could also be used to dress the skin. 
A hatchet shaped to fell small trees could, in case of need, serve as 
a weapon of defence. The present war has forced on us a similar 
multiple use of utensils. 

, In tropical Asia to this day a single knife often fulfils an astonish- 
ing variety of agricultural and household uses. Not only the primi- 
tive tribesman in the mountain but the Filipino townsman, too, 
would rather go without any of his other possessions than without 
his knife. He has a hundred uses for it and feels lost without it. 
Of this, General MacArthur gave an interesting bit of testimony in 
a report to the War Department on March 6, 1942. He referred to 


a Japanese order to Filipinos in occupied areas to surrender all their 
weapons, including ornamental and utilitarian knives of every 
description. 

“Tliis order,” wrote the General, “would operate to deprive the 
Filipino of his bolo which, while sometimes used as a weapon, 
customarily serves as a tool. It is universally used as an industrial 
and agricultural implement. With his bolo the Filipino farmer 
builds his house, fences his stock and harvests his crops. Hence, 
if he surrenders his bob he will find it difficult to earn a living.” 
We cannot, then, distinguish between different kinds of human 
activity merely by the tools they employ. The foundations of indus- 
try lie in the home, in the fields, in the jungle, and on ships. The 
hunter and nomad, the squatter, the herder of animals, the sailor, 
the merchant, and the settled agriculturist — all have contributed to 
it. To them goes the credit for the basic inventions. 

In a region still for the most part inhabited by simple peasants, 
with more primitive groups in the uncleared forests and on rocky 
mountain slopes, all the stages of industrial development can be 
seen. And, interestingly enough, we can trace industrial growth 
backward and forward: there are mechanized industries grafted 
on the older crafts, without roots in them; but there are also the 
beginnings of industries that have been transferred long ago from 
the Orient to the Occident and seen their greatest development 
there. An example of the first would be the metal shops where you 
find Orientals bending over their benches to reproduce as best they 
can and with inferior tools such Occidental objects are flashlights 
or enamelware. An example of the second would be the shop where 
puppets are cut from animal skins, predecessor of all our motion 
picture studios. 

But most significant arc those budding industries which have both 
their 1 a ml their maturity in the minds and hands of 

the \ in. For example, in the Philippine pavilion at 
the San Francisco International Exposition of 1939, the most im- 
pressive exhibits and those most certainl * ■* , cat indus- 
trial future for the Islands were those . z new and 

advanced uses for local materials through ingenious developments 
of old-established local crafts. Some of these manufactures may owe 
their introduction to foreign initiative, but most of them, except 
for the use of power equipment, have remained Philippine m 
character. 

An illustration of the former is the construction, in 1940, of the 
first of a number of cellulose factories in the Philippines, to utilize 
bagasse, the fibre by-product of sugar cane when the juice is ex- 
tracted. What to do with it has always been a problem. American 
sugar growers in Hawaii worked on that problem, too, some years 
ago. At that time, the material — in quantity about one quarter of 
the cane milled — was used as fuel or was exported to the main- 
land for the making of a rough cardboard. The sugar people 
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thought it should be possible to find a more valuable use for it. In 
1 -v ,i: * • ■ other basic materials, salt and lime, also are 

«■ j ' , and because of die high cost of importing 

cellulose articles, such as cellophane, paper and cardboard, rayon, 
and film, the door seems open to a variety of new industries. The 
husks of coconuts, used as fuel, represent another potential raw 
material which only modem industry with its elaborate chemical 
processes can utilize. The same company which started to make 
cellulose in 1940, that year also started to use the coir fibre of the 
coconut husks to produce a fabric strong enough to take the place 
of jute and burlap imported from India. Both industries, when fully 
developed, may employ large numbers of Filipinos and also help 
to bring down the cost of packing other Philippine products. 

Another incipient industry is that of shell-craft. As you walk 
down the streets of Manila, you see many windows made of small 
squares of thin, opalescent shell, set into wooden frames. The shells 
are obtained at low tide, and the flat squares are cut out nowadays 
with the aid of machine saws which make the product one of 
standard sizes, I do not know whether Filipinos or Spaniards 
originally discovered this advantageous use of sea-shells: they let 
in enough light but effectively shut out the heat. Sometimes a win- 
dow is made like a large screen, composed of hundreds of these 
little squares, and folds hack after the heat of day to convert the 
room into an open porch. These panes arc now made also into lamp 
shades and screens in modern designs, are already becoming popu- 
lar in other countries and ought to be a regular export article — 
along with their hardwood frames — to southern China and other 
warm countries. In this respect, the shell-pane business is more 
promising than the shell and pearl buttons of which we imported 
nearly a million gross from the Philippines in a recent year but for 
which it might be difficult to find substitute markets when the 
special import privilege enjoyed for a few years more under the 
Independence Act will have disappeared. 

Philippine rattan work, too, though still carried on almost entirely 
by hand, promises the growth of an important industry once it is 
adequately financed for large-scale production. Well-designed rattan 
porch furniture still is an expensive luxury in the Occident; but 
with the changes in our living habits and especially the large in- 
crease in outdoor life and the construction of homes with less en- 
closed and more open space — the demand for sturdily constructed 
furniture that will stand outdoor or semi-outdoor wear is growing. 
The Philippine product is less delicate than some other types, and 
answers the purposes of a mass supply. But to bring the price within 
reach of the masses, manufacture will have to he on a larger scale 
than hitherto, and standardized machine processes will have to be 
substituted for some of the hand labour. Even with the elimination 
of much of the hand work that goes into the making of this furai- 


ture, it still provides work for many thousands and may do so for 
many tens or thousands. 

That this is the result of cheapened production and larger sales 

shown by the recent history of Philippine straw-hat manufacture, 
likewise deriving from a native craft, this industry has evolved 
simultaneously in two directions : for connoisseurs it has remained 
a source of what can only be described as an art product, a hat of 
exceedingly fine weave; for mass consumption it has developed into 
a partly mechanized industry supplying a serviceable article in 
standardized models at low cost. 

From Household Craft to Industry 

This tendency of twofold evolution, on the artistic and on the 
industrial side, is rather general throughout South-east Asia. In 
Netherlands India, the commercial possibilities of native crafts are 
better understood than in the Philippines. For a good many years, 
improvement of the household crafts has been a recognized part of 
the educational system. Teachers of home crafts are trained at 
Bandoeng, the centre of technical education in Java. These 
specialists conduct institutes and extension courses elsewhere. While 
no attempt has been made to westernize such crafts as weaving or 
pottery, improved processes have been introduced, and inexpensive 
handlooms of an approved type are sold at cost price. The Depart- 
ment of Economic Affairs has a special bureau charged with the 
encouragement of the native industries. The Government utilized 
the depression years to intensify the improvement of native agricul- 
ture. In connection with this it also promoted an intensification of 
native industries, so as to make the islands less dependent on im- 
ports of manufactured articles and to pave the way for new export 
industries. Partly as a result of these efforts, about a million and a 
half guilders’ worth of batik textiles were exported in 1939 to Singa- 
pore for distribution in Malaya. At the same time, weaving, pleat- 
ing, umbrella-making, zinc and tin work, soap, ceramics, hide and 
leather tanning and dyeing, furniture and woodwork, and tobacco 
manufactures m the late 'thirties took a new lease on life. Exports, 
until the Japanese occupation put an end to all this economic 
growth, went mainly from Java to the outlying islands and to 
Malaya. 

During the depression years, the Netherlands Indian authorities 
made a great effort to stimulate the production and export sale of 
Javanese batiks. You may remember having seen batik sarongs (for 
use in place of bathing trunks) and shawls sprouting all over Fifth 
Avenue at that time. By the way, the prevalence of blue in Javanese 
batiks and kains, as also in the dyed fabrics of China, is not an 
inherited preference but results from the salesmanship of that 
ubiquitous blues-maker, the Deutsche Farben-Industne Gesell- 
schaft. 

Left to themselves, native home crafts do not, of course, produce 
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an over-supply for sale abroad. Usually they are carried on for local 
consumption. The weaver, dyer, potter, silversmith, wood carver, 
and blacksmith know exactly what the market will absorb if they 
do not, in fact, produce only to order. In the larger towns of South- 
east Asia it is customary for the workers in each trade to combine 
in a trade guild. As in medieval Europe, such a guild keeps an eye 
on the quality of its members’ work, so that standards of workman- 
ship — and prices— shall not decline. Unfortunately that has hap- 
pened nevertheless, especially in those crafts which were swerved 
from their loyalty to traditional standards by the rather sudden 
growth, since the World War, of an indiscriminating tourist and 
curio business. However, in justice to the authorities charged with 
the expansion of foreign — especially American — trade in art goods 
to relieve the economic depression in Java, it should be added that 
the Javanese wood carvings, jewelry, batik and other wares that 
have appeared in such greatly increased quantities on the counters 
of our department stores are usually still, despite their low prices, 
of honest workmanship. 

Judgments dilfer as regards the influence of widened trade rela- 
tions on the native crafts. Some take a pessimistic view. Imported 
manufactured articles, they say, are so much liked by the natives 
that they overlook their obvious defects, such as poor construction 
and lack of durability in a tropical climate. Objects that reflect 
Western civilization, even when they come from Japan or from 
Chinese factories in Singapore, are deemed superior to the tradi- 
tionally home-made or locally-made articles which they replace. 
Whole areas of native production have been evacuated before such 
importations and before the competition of immigrant Chinese 
and Indian artisans and small manufacturers. In Johore Bahru, the 
capital of Johore, I noticed that even the repair of Malay buildings 
of native construction was being done by Chinese carpenters; and 
all the furniture for sale was Chinese. This predominance of immi- 
grant labour in the skilled trades may be seen in all the countries 
of South-east Asia. 

The contact with modern civilization, both Western and Far 
Eastern, makes the indigenous people rely on the work of others. 
It also sometimes makes them ashamed of the old things they used 
to cherish, and over-anxious for new things. So I was told again 
and again. But this is a one-sided picture. Even from the standpoint 
of those who deplore the natives’ “laziness,” it may be a good thing 
for them to have new wants — for, in order to satisfy them, they will 
work more regularly. The restless man is precisely the one who will 
soonest overcome the prejudice against the discipline required by 
modern enterprise of any sort, lie knows what he wants and is 
willing to work for it. It is true, some of the old crafts may go by 
the board, but is not that the way of progress? What is happening 
is that the Malay people are advancing along the road of specializa- 
tion. They have not yet gone far on it; but then they are not very 
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far advanced in tlieir use of manufactured articles either. They are 
too poor. 

You must not overlook, I was told on one occasion, the fact that 
those crafts which you so much admire as traditional and as closely 
adapted to the needs of the people are not always indigenous and 
may be the results of earlier culture importations. Often the char- 
acteristic handiwork of a particular population group or district is 
a mixture of arts brought by that group from an earlier home and 
of arts found among their peasant neighbours. Thus, for example, 
the textile arts of the Thai in what until recently was a part of 
Indo-China seem to be entirely their own; but what they know of 
carpentry, iron work and jewelry made of precious metals, they 
have learned from the Chinese or the Annamites. Again, all over 
South-east Asia you can iind the large pottery jars of Pegu in 
Burma. They are deservedly popular because they hold more liquid 
or grain than any vessel the potters of Java or of Malaya can con- 
trive. But if it is a good tiling for the Burmese to export these jars, 
should we not remember that they would not have had this industry 
at all had they not earlier imported their pots from China and 
eventually learned from Talaing captives how to make them? More- 
over, the use of Pegu jars, or martabans, lias not prevented the 
Malay potters elsewhere from becoming pretty good at some 
ceramic specialty of their own. 

A few years ago, Burmese jewelry was fashionable in Europe and 
America. But their textiles are not fashionable abroad. The 
Burmese home-woven silks and cottons do not have much of a 
foreign market because they have nothing distinctive to recom- 
mend them. On the other hand, their lacquer work, jewelry and 
pottery — also some of the carved ivory and bronze — enjoy a foreign 
market because they are exceptionally good, not as a matter of 
taste but as a matter of workmanship. And so the Burmese, on 
their part, let the Chinese and Indians make their slippers and 
much of their furniture, because they are good at it; they continue 
to make for themselves almost every other article of general use. 
And, despite the presence of so many foreign artisans in their 
midst, it is by no means a foregone conclusion that the Burmese 
will not in time work up others of their many traditional crafts 
into export industries. The Government and the commercial 
organizations have hardly begun to look beyond the large cities for 
household arts that are intrinsically important and have export 
possibilities. Nevertheless, the main task in relation to some of 
these crafts, especially weaving, still is that of improving methods 
for domestic use, so as to make the people less dependent on those 
imported articles which, because of their shoddy quality, are too 
dear even at the low prices paid for them. 

Generally speaking it is true, of course, that the most admirable 
crafts are those which use local materials. For that circumstance 
alone insures that skills are handed down from one generation to 
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another and thus perfected in the course of time. The Moi women 
of Tncto-Chma, for example, use many dyes for their cotton cloths, 
each of them carefully distilled from some local vegetable, sub- 
stance. When dyes are imported, such local arts arc easily lost. In 
central Borneo, an elaborate preparation of the inner bark of cer- 
tain trees is used to produce a serviceable textile fibre which, how- 
ever, easily splits and therefore must be reinforced with threads 
made from palm fibres. This and other uses of locally available 
fibres would soon be forgotten, as in other parts of the world, if 
cheap imported cottons could easily be substituted. But the Moi 
who import dyes from China probably can give more time to the 
weaving of their usually rather coarse cloth; and the Dyak women 
of Borneo who buy cheap cottons from Chinese peddlers have 
merely changed their methods: instead of using palm fibre, they 
now use narrow strips of cotton cloth to fortify their bark cloth, 
and so probably get a better lasting fabric. 

In short, the admiration which we feel for people who make 
ingenious uses of the materials close at hand must not become a 
shibboleth— as though it were a sin against the spirit of Art to 
take advantage of new materials or new methods. For instance, the 
best of the various fibre cloths of the Philippine Islands probably 
is not the famous pina, or pineapple doth, but the hunt, 
a cloth made on the island of Panay of banana fibre blended with 
Chinese silk. And it should be remembered that the Philippine fibre 
cloths, so far from being altogether superseded by imported cotton 
cloths — as well they might have been after three hundred years and 
more— still provide three-fourths of the materials worn by the 
Filipinos and have begun to be exported as well. Not only this, but 
the Philippine fibre cloths, with and without admixture of cotton, 
provide the base for some of the most exquisite native embroidery. 

The embroidery industry was introduced in the Philippines as 
one of the long chain of stop-overs in the perennial search of that 
industry for cheap labour — from Madeira to the Near East to 
southern China. But in the Philippines it did not kill the more 
refined craft, which is partly native and partly cultivated in the 
convents. On the contrary, the fact that the Filipinos already were 
good embroiderers in Spanish times made it possible for them to 
rise quickly above the low level of the tawdry export trade forced 
on them by the Syrian-American factors; and so this trade has 
wandered off in search of yet cheaper labour, while Philippine 
embroidery once more enjoys a high reputation. As three million 
dollars of American capital are invested in the industry, efforts will 
no doubt be made to help it survive any change in the tariff law. 

Home Industry and Foreign Trade 

Curiously enough, the combination of native and imported pur- 
poses and techniques was responsible for yet other developments 
of what once were home industries with only a local market. 
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Because they know how to handle brittle leaf fibres and also how 
to weave bamboo and other reeds into building materials that will 
stand up for a long time, the Filipinos have Become the world’s 
experts in what may be called structural weaving. I have already 
mentioned furniture and hats. There has begun also a foreign trade 
in various kinds of mats, in pocketbooks and rope baskets, and 
many other articles 7 " , T r / "'*cidental use. In a sense, the 
remarkable growth ■ . cordage industry— owing its 

origin to die needs of Spanish shipping, and its development to 
the good quality of its product — may be said also to have arisen 
from the humble home industries of the Filipinos, from the expert- 
ness which they have acquired in the handling of many different 
fibres. (Embroideries, in 1940, made up 4 per cent, of Philippine 
exports, cordage 1.5 per cent.) 

Although the need was not as urgent as in Netherlands India, 
the Philippine Government also has been searching for new oppor- 
tunities to build up the home industries. It was not, however, so 
much with a view to exports— though these might come later— that 
the Bureau of Commerce a few years ago explored the possibilities. 
It found that if the competition of cheap Japanese imports of sub- 
stitute articles could be overcome, perhaps by means of higher 
tariff rates, the home market for a great variety of articles was well 
worth cultivating. There was plenty of skilled labour in the villages, 
and abundant raw material, both widely distributed over the 
islands. I myself have no idea what some of these materials are 
which the Bureau mentions, in one of its reports, so I will give the 
whole list: rattan, bamboo, coconut, nipa, wood, scrap iron, cotton, 
leather, clays, ticug, cavassa, pandan, maguey, kapok, buri, hemp, 
abaca, shell, jusi and pifia, nito, fruits, and fisn. As regards the food 
products, some of my Filipino friends were financially interested 
m canning factories, but since fresh fruit is to be had all the year 
around in every part of the Islands, the only point in developing 
a fruit canning industry would he for export. There is certainly a 
potential market. With their own cane sugar, and with their variety 
of tropical fruit, the Filipino canners might repeat the success that 
has attended the canning and export of tropical fruits in Hawaii. 
But to create a market means advertising; and the industry cannot 
develop in a big way until there is capital enough to do this on a 
large scale. 

The Philippine Government is more concerned with giving the 
agricultural workers something to do in their spare time and has 
started in a modest way to encourage producers’ associations to 
improve and standardize the products of certain cottage industries, 
to provide marketing services, and to help obtain the necessary 
capital. The one thing most lacking is organizing talent and dis- 
interested leadership. And that cannot be created overnight. 

Much less thought has been given to the need for modern busi- 
ness organization than to the technical industrial requirements. 
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There are those rather romantically inclined people who would 
preserve the native arts in all their purity, at all costs. They frown 
on the use of foreign dyes by the Javanese batik workers, of Chinese 
silk by the Moi or Dyak weaver, of Swiss yarns by the Filipino 
embroiderer, and so forth. They would keep the native workers, 
millions of them, isolated from the world of modern trade, them- 
selves museum pieces of pre-industrial civilizations. They forget 
that the greatest developments in all the arts have resulted from 
contact between different cultures. One might even go so far as to 
sav that it is only through such contact that art keeps alive. 

it would be easy to spend many chapters on the deeper aspects 
of this theme. Suffice it to point out that at about the same time 
that American Indians learned to use factory-made beads in many 
artistic ways which would never have occurred to the bead manu- 
facturers, Western decorators incorporated oriental lacquer work in 
artistic furniture, the very purpose of which Asiatics would not 
have known. They tried to imitate the lacquer work itself, too, but 
did not achieve either the solidity or the variety and distinction of 
the prototypes introduced from the East. Lacquer work today is a 
good illustration of the industrial possibilities of a region rich in skills 
for which there are large potential markets, even without standardi- 
zation, provided that a modern, perhaps co-operative, organization 
of the trade is brought about. 

In Burma, two towns. Pagan and Laikha, already practically 
subsist on a lacquer industry which uses techniques somewhat dif- 
ferent from those practised elsewhere. It is a very old art. Its origin 
is just as utilitarian as is that of glass and of porcelain ware. It 
excels in rich polychrome decoration. In the lighter pieces, such 
as betel boxes and rice bowls, it retains its flexible character. The 
enlargement of the foreign market for the products of tills native 
art has resulted in the birth of a new industry rather than the 
destruction of an old craft. Under the encouragement of a Cottage 
Industries Department, a good deal of lacquer work has in recent 
pre-war years been made for export; but good business sense and 
the natural inclination of the workers have combined to maintain 
the quality of the product. In fact, it would be truer to say that 
some of the cheap lacquer articles made in Burma for domestic 
sales, whose manufacture has not been influenced at all by the 
new trade requirements, have deteriorated in quality. 

The Indo-Chinese lacquer work excels in large pieces, such as 
screens and chests. With effective promotion, it would have a large 
market in Europe and America, and this for two reasons. A solid 
traditional craftsmanship has been retained much better here than 
in some of the large Chinese producing centres. While some of the 
Annaraite workers keep alive traditional designs, more or less 
Chinese in conception, others, educated in France or by French 
teachers, have fully entered into the spirit of post-impressionist 
European art, Some of their panels fairly glow with the freshness 
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of original design and colour, rendered in a most effective medium. 

Two living currents flow from the humble loom, and potter’s 
wheel, from the anvil and the dyeing vat. The village craftsman 
may become absorbed in modern industry, or he may continue at 
his old task — but now with a much larger potential market and not 
without being influenced by contact with the world outside his 
own native community. I have listened to many arguments as to 
which of these two developments is the more desirable — or the more 
dangerous to the welfare of the people. The renaissance of the 
ancient Asiatic crafts is now seen by most of those who have given 
serious thought to the matter as a practical necessity. Mechanized 
industry does not fulfil the purpose of making the rural worker’s 
spare time productive. When it assigns to die native worker none 
but menial functions, as is usually the case, it deprives him of every 
opportunity for creative effort and undermines his self-respect. The 
inner health of native society requires that at least some of its 
members, -but preferably many of them, shall for long retain those 
useful forms of production which satisfy both practical and 
aesthetic needs. Only so can a gradual transition to modern indus- 
try evolve organically from the old roots. 

Hie post-war period of reconstruction will be especially favour- 
able to industrial developments from traditional crafts. Not only 
may we all be poor, not only may we have to husband our mastery 
of diverse skills along with all other resources; but the very fact 
that elementary needs must more and more be satisfied by means 
of mass production, so as to reduce costs, makes us the more sus- 
ceptible to the value of originality and uniqueness in the less 
primary articles of use. There is a trend in the direction of larger 
appreciation for hand-made things of good design, to make more 
bearable the standardized monotony of our tenements and “victory” 
bungalows. 

For these reasons, it is possible that in the post-war economy of 
South-east Asia the old crafts of the people, enriched with new 
materials, facilitated with new implements, and organized for 
world-wide distribution, will play a far more important role than 
could have been anticipated by those economists who, when they 
think of international trade, think only in terms of major com- 
modities. 


Imitators and Inventors 

When an Oriental sets up in a Western occupation, be it the 
opening of a beer restaurant or the manufacture or brass bedsteads, 
he is liable to be dubbed a “mere imitator.” Despite the versatility 
of their talents and the variety of their arts, native producers of 
objects also made in Occidental factories, and native organizers of 
services on foreign models, are accused of lack of originality. Old 
people will remember that, at one time or other, every nation that 
has entered modem industry has had to meet that charge. New 
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competition always is resented, especially when it is effective. The 
newcomer cannot be sure that the potential customer will be recep- 
tive to new ideas; he starts out by offering him the wares to which 
he is accustomed and which until now he has obtained elsewhere. 
As Asiatic peoples have come to compete in foreign markets, the 
old charge assumed a semblance of truth from the fact that most 
of them are exceedingly conservative in what they produce for their 
own use. There is very little in the Japanese household, for example, 
that differs from what you would have found there a century ago. 
So the idea gains ground that “Orientals never invent anything, 
they just copy.” 

What happens is, however, that under the impact of a technically 
more advanced civilization, an older and less advanced one first 
adopts and then adapts, before it is stimulated to develop some- 
thing new from the new level of achievement. This is especially 
so in colonial independencies where production with foreign capital 
and under foreign management is solely for the purpose of utilizing 
a supply of cheap labour and not for that of out-distancing the 
motherland in developing the industry. We have an interesting 
example of this in the Philippines. Some people have told me that 
they consider the native crafts of the Filipinos— -textiles, wood 
carving, metal work, pottery — rather mediocre compared with those 
of other Malay peoples. They seemed to he surprised about this 
because, they thought, three hundred years of Spanish rule should 
have given the Filipinos a special advantage, a special stimulus to 
grow industrially and artistically on their old native foundations. 
But the effect of Spanish rule quite naturally was the opposite. So 
it was in Latin America where, likewise, it resulted in remarkably 
faithful reproductions of European art forms but not in the 
development of indigenous ones. Only with several generations of 
freedom from Spanish rule has that situation changed. The native 
Indian arts of Latin America have been revived in recent times 
and given rise to an important new export trade. Anyone visiting 
Peru or Bolivia shortly after its emancipation from the Spanish 
yoke may have said or the inhabitants, as a writer recently said 
of the Filipinos, that their art is merely imitative. The Filipinos, 
too, are beginning to revive their own native arts. The movement 
has, in fact, already gone far enough to predict a rich growth from 
the basis both of the more primitive indigenous arts and from that 
of the Arab-influenced Moro arts. 

Indeed, as the French have shown by the influence of their two 
great art schools in Indo-China, it is only the oppressive imposition 
of foreign tastes that degrades native arts; a free association of 
traditional taste and dexterity with modern technical improve- 
ments introduced from without makes for progress and vitality. 
Some of the Indo-Chinese textiles, as well as the lacquer work 
already mentioned, are both traditional and modern, in that they 
combine both attributes in a seemingly effortless amalgamation. 
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The contra-position of art and industry is just as arbitrary as, in 
the last chapter, we have seen that of agriculture and industry to 
lie. Industry is devoted to the production of articles of use; but, 
although we may not be aware of it, their usefulness often depends 
on tire aesthetic as well as the functional adequacy of the design. 
The blowpipes made by almost primitive Borneo blacksmiths are 
works of art because, considering the limitation of their technical 
knowledge and that of the materials available to them, those men 
adapt the weapon they forge as perfectly as can be to its purpose. 
The same may be said about the Borneo Murats’ large cylindrical 
baskets, made from the bark of the sago tree — a watertight and 
weatherproof receptacle which fits the human back so comfortably 
that to this day Europeans prefer it for jungle trips to any con- 
trivance made by a Western manufacturer of travel gear. 

In short, the peoples of the tropics no less than those of milder 
climates contrived through the generations to provide themselves 
with precisely those articles which they needed most. In doing so, 
they developed and handed on special skills which now permit 
their descendants and heirs to learn rapidly how to make a thousand 
new things to meet a thousand new needs. Some of these incipient 
new industries are little more than doing with power-driven 
machines jobs that have been done less quickly by hand for genera- 
tions. 

For the future economic development of South-east Asia it is a 
question of some consequence whether its inhabitants possess inven- 
tiveness and originality, or whether they will always have to depend 
on foreign leadership. It is sometimes said that the climate mili- 
tates against mental effort, and that this is reason enough to believe 
that no new industrial processes and no other striking innovations 
will originate in that region. When I showed them Filipino or 
Javanese or Annamite plans for industrial developments, some of 
the experts said : yes, they have good minds, some of these people; 
but they don't have that combination of qualities which leads from 
vision to realization; all the adaptations necessary to fit Western 
methods of production to a different climate, to different materials, 
and so forth, will have to be made by white people. “And what 
about the Japanese?” “Oh, yes, they are . ■ 1 ’■ • how 

quickly those little devils have learned all A 

In the Philippines one is sometimes told that the Spaniards, 
obliged to repair and refit their ships in the Islands, were respon- 
sible for the beginnings of the Filip ‘ ■ 1 , industry (and 

also, as we have seen, of the rope ‘ ^ / , " have not been 

able to find any similarity between a Spanish caravel and a Philip- 
pine vinta. with its brightly coloured sails. Indeed, the latter, despite 
its Spanish name, is of ancient local origin and could not easily be 
reproduced in the heavy woods beloved by European shipwrights. 
Nor can the little schooners built on the beaches of eastern Java 
be described as slavishly following some foreign model. Not only 
76 


are they different in design, but they are also worked on principles 
with which the Occidental mariner would be unfamiliar. 

So much has been written about Malay seamanship by people 
who are good judges that I need not add my praise. I have already 
mentioned in passing the successful competition of some of the 
native craft with up-to-date cargo liners in European ownership, 
But it is precisely in the adaptation of alien devices to their own 
needs that the peoples of South-east Asia have shown the greatest 
ingenuity. Thus, for example, the ancient Javanese, the Cham 
people of Cambodia, and other groups have adapted what originally 
may have been the same Hindu system of measuring time to the 
peculiarities of their own natural seasons and to the particular 
needs of their own agriculture. If you want to learn of a really 
clever method of calculating when to plant rice and when to harvest 
it under different conditions of altitude and exposure, each of the 
sixty clans of the supposedly “savage” Ifugaos has its own knot 
calendar and its own timekeeper, who is a person so revered that 
he may not engage in any work that might impair his health. This 
calendar provides for thirteen months of twenty-eight days, with 
one day a year left over as a very special holiday sacred to the dead 
— in other words, it is an accurate solar measurement. 

Inventiveness is not limited to any racial stock. Just as our 
American Indians had their smoke system of telegraphy before the 
advent of the white man, so the native Malays have their drum 
systems. In the mountains of Java, the hours are struck on hollow 
tree-trunk drums so that, like church bells in Swiss valleys, they 
re-echo for miles around. And the sound is so distinct that the vil- 
lagers instantly arouse themselves if, instead of the hourly chimes, 
the drum gives a fire alarm or some other signal of distress. 

If the inhabitants of tropical Asia were lacking in inventiveness 
one would expect them to use everywhere the same primitive type 
of weapon or one imported from the neighbouring civilization of 
either India or China. But actually there is at least as great a diver- 
sity of weapons in this region as in any region of similar size in 
Europe or America. Mention has already been made of the blow- 
pipes used by certain groups in Borneo. There is not, I believe, a 
similar weapon in existence anywhere. It is particularly suited, 
travellers tell us, to jungle hunting, where a man cannot take a step 
•.sif'o.:; ?■ a noise. The mountain tribes of Indo-China and 

T.::d ■: ». Dyaks of Borneo, and many tribes of the Malay 

Peninsula, on the other hand, seem to have been especially success- 
ful in the distillation of vegetable poisons, used for various kinds 
of n; i Tlv mvwiutions taken to prevent an accidental poison- 
ing r.i r V. !■ and his apprentices are interesting, too. The 

Moi, by the way, can probably claim to he the inventors of poison 
gas. The poison which they concoct from the bark of the creeper 
Strophantus giganteus emits fumes so noxious that, according to 
Baudesson, the operation takes place a great distance from the 
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village. The Moi., moreover, excel in preparations for both offensive 
and defensive warfare. Their feats with a deadly crossbow of then- 
own construction are matched by the strength of the armour and 
shield of buffalo hide with which they go into action. Not only this, 
but they also have invented a fortification system of their own. 
This consists of man-traps made of slender bamboo-spears which 
look like reeds hut rip up an approaching enemy like razor blades. 
Trapping with spears, however, is an art widely practised among 
Malays. The Bilaans of Mindanao have a contraption made of 
spears and saplings, held together by vines, which are practically 
invisible but are released with great force when an animal brushes 
against the trigger. 

Why tell us all this primitive stuff? the reader may ask im- 
patiently. What has it to do with the problems of building up an 
economic and political future for the Malay people when the war 
is over? Throughout my discussion of native industries and native 
arts, I have deliberately switched back and forth between what is 
pertinent to the more advanced and the less advanced among the 
tropical Asiatics. The reality of their civilization covers a wide range 
of differences; and we must understand these differences if we do 
not wish to dismiss half of the reality from our thinking. Who 
knows whether fifty years from now — and that is a short time — 
the present achievements of the inland Muruts and Dusuns will not. 
in retrospect, appear to have been more important for the future of 
Borneo than those of the more sophisticated Coast Malays? 

The Man people of northern Indo-China would, by Western 
standards, certainly be adjudged rather primitive. They are still in 
the squatter stage of "shifting cultivators.” Their agriculture, their 
houses, their diet, then* costume — all are very simple. In fact, the 
name by which they are known is a nickname bestowed on them 
by the Chinese and means Barbarians. But these same people, living 
for greater safety on hillsides, are inventive in tilings that matter 
to them. Some of their villages have a water supply which is piped 
to each house through a common bamboo main from a mountain 
spring. The individual connections are so arranged that water may 
trickle continously into the bamboo-fenced vegetable gardens or 
that the flow can be stopped by raising the pipe. Iiow many 
American suburbs have anything so sensible? 

Decorative Desicn 

At least brief reference must also be made to another kind of 
invention, that of decorative design. It may be asked whether the 
mentality of the Malay and related peoples does not preclude that 
openness to new impressions and that adaptability which would be 
necessary if old traditions in design are to give way to new forms. 
Aesthetic and technical problems, to be sure, are closely inter- 
related. An artisan who is hound by the traditions in the orna- 
mentation of a utensil is also likely to be bound by the traditional 
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view of what is useful and what is not. The betel-chewing village 
elder who likes to have the people around him conform to the estab- 
lished standards of conduct and the established social customs is 
not likely to become enthusiastic over a power-driven lathe that 
turns out spare parts for bicycles; for the bicycle will take the 
younger people away from his benevolent sway. But he may be 
childishly pleased with some new gadget that does not in his mind 
call forth any idea inimical to the old-established ways of the com- 
munity, his livelihood or social status. I have seen alarm clocks and 
gramophones in the homes of extremely conservative village magis- 
trates in the Philippines, and bottled drinks from a near-by soda 
factory on the table of a Javanese Moslem who was reputecl to be 
an old warhorse in the defence of established customs. Such a man 
is not necessarily against every innovation. He can even appreciate 
the beauty of a Western-made umbrella, functionally so superior 
to his own. 

It was probably a rather daring departure from orthodoxy which 
first made a Bali sculptor include the figure of a man on a bicycle 
among the panels of a temple wall. But when that hit of modern 
art attracted favourable attention, he did it again, and yet once 
more; until even those of his fellows who at first were a little 
shocked, told that the tourists admired this sort of thing, encour- 
aged others to do likewise and even took credit, perhaps, for the 
liberal statement that “with the Balinese, art is a living force.” Of 
course, art might be a living force among them even if they never 
touched a modern subject. It by no means follows that an art 
which remains traditional is therefore dead. And, indeed, the 
Western connoisseur is more likely to pick up a traditional piece as 
corresponding to modern Western taste than a piece made on pur- 
pose to throw tradition overboard. 

Malay art has a remarkable affinity with modern Western art. 
Unlike the Chinese artist who follows an inner vision which is often 
choked by literary references, the Malay looks around him, and 
with such means as he knows renders what appeals to him. This 
is true of the relatively primitive tribes in the backwoods as it is of 
the children in Philippine schools. Some Javanese paintings recently 
exhibited in New York include village scenes as they are today, 
plants that grow today and may not have been known when this 
kind of painting was first introduced from India. But the curious 
perspective and the crowding of scenes in a limited space— which 
is, of course, a practice common to artists in every clime who have 
to be economic in their use of material— are unmistakably 
Javanese. 

Our own modern art is largely a return to art as the Malay 
understands it and is a result of influences from the East in the 
latter part of the nineteenth century. Not because the Malay has 
become modem hut because the European and American artist 
has become simpler and more straightforward, is there that simi- 
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larity which we find between many Western and many Malay works 
of art today. This is true both of the representative arts, especially 
in sculpture, and of the decorative arts. In short, the Malay artist, 
after a brief contact with Western art— if contact there was at all — 
has arrived at a stage of feeling which we, starting from similar 
primitive beginnings to his, have reached only after the most 
devious circuit through the Renaissance and the so-called Age of 
Enlightenment, which really was an age of sophistication. There 
is no insuperable distance between modern Malay and modern 
American in their feeling for beauty or in their .sense of fitness in 
design. One is potentially as creative and as adaptive to new con- 
ditions and new problems as is the other. 

Again, the reader may ask impatiently, what has all dais to do 
with the Filipino’s or the Thai’s capacity for modern industry? 
Suppose he is clever with his hands, a good artist, quick to observe 
and to adapt himself to modern conditions — could he build a 
bridge? Before I answer that question, I want the reader to forget 
for a moment our inherited scientific knowledge and our enorm- 
ously larger resources. Both, it will be admitted, could be trans- 
mitted and shared. The question is whether in the general social 
background of the Asiatic there is anything that prevents him from 
appreciating those qualities that make for good engineering. Is 
there anything in our modern civilization that is indispensable, let 
us say, to the building of a bridge, which the Malay or the Burmese 
does not and cannot possess? We think in terms of steel and 
cement, of huge cranes and copper cables. And we see the brown 
man, lighdy clad, in his tropical surroundings, with no building 
higher than two or three storeys even in the cities, untutored in 
many of the things which we consider important, often childlike in 
his attitude toward nature, old-fashioned in his social relationships. 
We can see no connection between that modern construction work 
and the Malay who stands on the threshold of modern industry. 
How could he possibly fit into that world of steel? And yet it was 
the Malay who taught us how to build that suspension bridge. Its 
prototypes are not to be found in ancient Europe but in the Malay 
jungle. 
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PART IL — THE NEW ERA 


CHAPTER VII 

TRADESMEN AND COLONISTS 

T hroughout the world the arts flourish in centres of trade where 
ships or caravans meet to exchange the products of their home- 
lands. And when the merchants of a culturally more advanced 
country establish their own colonies far from home, so as to be 
able to carry on their business more expeditiously, they often send 
home for artisans as well as accountants, for silversmiths as well as 
shipping clerks. For the native people of the place, too, such a 
settlement is a good place in which to ply a craft appreciated by 
the foreigners. Those who sneer at the curio trade should reflect 
that with it from Damascus spread the Christian faith and that 
the importation of artistic stimuli from its Byzantine colonies led 
to the cultural greatness of Venice. Without the fashioners of 
things of beauty in Mexico and Guatemala and other countries of 
Latin Amcrica/the birth of an era of good neighhourlmess in the 
Western Hemisphere would be more difficult. 

When many carpenters and weavers, stone carvers and metal 
workers congregate in such a centre, the traditional crafts of village 
and small town assume a new economic significance. Skills handed 
down become valuable trade secrets. Guilds form, and their mem- 
bers move close together, perhaps along both sides of a single street 
which now becomes the mart for their wares. Rules are made about 
the quality of the work and sometimes about minimum charges, 
so that the trade shall remain in good repute and there shall be no 
unfair competition. The merchant from far away no longer looks 
only for natural products for which to exchange his manufactures 
but also pays increasing attention to the products of the local trades. 
He may discover that there are many skilled people there who can 
manufacture things— say cotton cloth or cigarettes— at a lower cost 
than he can buy them for at home when the additional cost of 
shipping them is taken into account. So lie sets up a shop or a 
factory and starts importing raw materials — cotton, perhaps, or 
tobacco, or metals— to be manufactured on the spot. In this way, 
he makes two profits, one as an importer and one as a manufacturer 
and employer of wage labour. After a while it may occur to him 
that he can substitute, at least partially, some local raw materials 
for those he has imported and— more important still— that he need 
not employ skilled workers but can use the much lower-paid 
services of labourers, whom he can train himself, and of women 
and children. And so he imports tools and machinery. 

The Spaniards found out long ago that it was more profitable to 


make cigars in Manila and export them to Europe than to export 
merely the tobacco and have Spaniards make the cigars in Spain. 
They got their nuns to teach the village children lace making and 
embroidery; thus an industry was born, at first importing all 
materials but later getting many of them spun, dyed, and woven 
on the spot. But generally speaking the colonial governments vrere 
against the development of industries that might take the bread 
out of the mouths of people at home. No, they said to their 
merchants, employ as many people as you like in the colony to 
grow tobacco for you or coffee or tea or coconuts or fibres, or what- 
ever you want, employ as many brown and yellow people as you 
like to dig for coal or tin or gold — but don’t undersell the labour 
of your own compatriots. 

The Chinese merchants had no such scruples. They did not have 
to play native wage-earners against Chinese; for there were people 
enough in their own home community in China who would come 
overseas and work for a mere pittance in their little sweatshops and 
dark, insanitary factories. Tn Burma, and to a lesser extent in 
Thailand and Malaya, Indian merchants played that same role ol 
budding industrial entrepreneurs (as Polish immigrants at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century played it in Silesia, and 
Huguenot refugees, in the seventeenth century, played it in 
England). As a result, most of the cities in South-east Asia have 
become centres of Oriental industry, combining the use of many 
skills with the precision of power-driven machinery. And this 
explains why these cities, some of them after centuries of occupa- 
tion by Western powers, still look more Oriental than Occidental. 

The growth of large cities set in the midst of an impoverished 
agrarian society obeys no inner law. They are magnets that lure 
both poor and rich : those who have lost their land and must look 
for employment, and those who are well enough off to choose their 
domicile with a view to the enjoyment of modern amenities. 
Especially those villagers, both wealthy and willing to take a chance, 
whose income comes from rent and is large enough to permit of a 
life of luxury are greatly attracted by the city with its many com- 
forts and refinements. Such a landlord finds that he can collect his 
rents once or twice a year and, by squeezing just a little harder, 
make enough to live in the city. This is more likely to occur to him 
if his village is not too far from a city and if he is engaged in some 
trade that occasionally takes him there so that he knows his way 
about. In the Philippines and Thailand, the connection between 
wealth and political power has attracted to their respective capital 
cities many families of means, and with them, of course, more and 
more of those who cater to the needs of the wealthy. 

The encroachments of foreign trade have broken up old- 
established native patterns of life by substituting a money economy, 
and finally wage labour, for an economy that used to be mainly 
one of self-sufficiency. Compared with that larger influence the 
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urbanizing effect of foreign trade may be a matter of minor con- 
sequence. But the growth of cities introduces a new class distinction 
in the Oriental society, and this eventually becomes dangerous to 
the social health. An exaggerated aggregation of people in the port 
cities and capitals fosters a lack of realism in attitudes toward the 
national economy and toward the responsibility of the individual. 
The citizens lose the sense of their roots in the countryside And 
we need not think in this connection only of the big port cities. 
Roads and railroads, steamship lanes and air routes branch out 
fr6m them, distort the former routes of interior trade, create new 
subordinate centres of activity and of population at the crossroads 
of travel, and always take the thought of officialdom and of the 
influential classes away from die broad basis of the national life in 
the fields and the modest homes of the peasants. 

Foreign Capital and Foreign Labour 
Large-scale modem enterprises are planted in the midst of a 
jungle and draw there masses of people who, in the ordinary course 
of events, would never have gone there; and so another distortion 
of the traditional society takes place. Indigenous population is con- 
centrated in areas with large immediate opportunities of employ- 
ment. But these opportunities may not last and later may leave the 
ardficially created communities stranded without means of liveli- 
hood. Or alien labour is imported and settled on the land without 
regard for the livelihood of the native people. In Indo-China we 
find many examples of the former kind of concentration, in British 
Malaya more of the latter. 

In Netherlands India, the total value of exports in 1931 was only 
one- third of what it had been in 1929. Between 1935 and 1937 it 
doubled; that is, it rose to two- thirds of what it had been in 1929. 
In 1939 it was down again to less than one-half. Or take a single 
commodity — say, sugar. In 1913 the average wholesale price was 
twelve and a half guilders per hundred kilograms. In 1919 it was 
forty-three guilders. In 1926 it was down again to nineteen guilders 
and continued to go down, with minor fluctuations, until in the 
early thirties you could buy a hundred kilograms for less than six 
guilders — only the seventh part of what it had been in 1919, Nor 
was sugar an exception. Pepper went up from eighty-five dollars 
in 1913 to two hundred and thirty in 1929. But if you started grow- 
ing pepper that year you were disappointed by getting less than 
one-tenth as much for your crop ten years later. 

Now, the owners of estates that grow such crops as these do not 
go on employing the same amount of labour through good years 
and bad. There are violent fluctuations in employment, too; and 
the peasants who grow food for these labourers find themselves 
without a market. The Javanese labourer who worked on an estate 
to grow sugar or pepper or kapok or coffee or tea or cocoa or coco- 
nuts, was politely told to go home when, after 1026, the market 
broke. And he did— there was nothing else he could do. bmee he 



was not called back the next year, or the year after that, or in fact 
at any time in the next ten years, he decided that maybe he had 
better learn how to grow more food on his own bit of ground and 
not count any longer on earning money by working for an estate, 
His government quite agreed that it was wiser to do so and helped 
him make himself independent of foreign trade as far as he could. 
But, of course, that does not suit the estate managers who like to 
have a labour supply on hand to draw upon when prices seem to 
be going up. They prefer to see people around who are not too 
independent. Long before, the employers in British Malaya had 
discovered— and odiers had come to agree with them — that “Malays 
are lazy" and must be replaced with imported wage-earners. The 
Javanese and the Filipinos were the only large indigenous labour 
groups that worked on foreign-owned plantations when the great 
depression came. 

Out of every ten people in British Malaya, just before the war, 
four were Malay— both native and immigrant, that is, Javanese — 
four were Chinese, and two were Indian. Of Europeans there were 
so few they did not make up even one per cent, in tire Straits 
Settlements where they were thickest. If you count only those 
employed on foreign estates, in mines, factories, public works, rail- 
ways, and public employment of all sorts, only one out of every 
ten was a Malay, three were Chinese, and six were Indian. There 
were nine times as many Indians working on the estates as Malays 
and almost four times as many Chinese; but in the mines there 
were not many more Indians than Malays and the Chinese were 
roughly five times as many as either. 

Who are these Indians and these Chinese, and why are they 
there? Both groups come from overcrowded regions in their respec- 
tive home countries, the Indians mostly from Madras, and the 
Chinese mostly from the provinces of Kwangtung and Fukien, the 
two south-eastern coastal provinces of China. Both groups are 
employed because they are extremely poor and will accordingly 
put up with very poor labour conditions. They are extremely poor 
not only because there are so many of them in the districts from 
which they come but also because they have for a long time been 
landlord-ridden and debt-ridden. There are among them assisted 
labourers, those who come only if the employer advances the travel 
cost, and free labourers, those who come on their own account and 
are glad to do so. In recent pre-war years there has been a great 
increase of the latter class, and this shows that the conditions of 
employment must have improved, since conditions in the home- 
lands could hardly be any worse than they had been before. 

On die surface all would seem well. Here is India, widi its millions 
of poverty-stricken peasants, a reservoir of willing labour for the 
other parts of the nritish Empire in southern Asia. Both Burma 
and Malaya are short of labour. But all is not well. Burma does not 
want the Indians. Malaya — or rather, the foreign-owned estate 
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l industry of Malaya — wants them very much but, since 1938, cannot 
get them. The labour turnover has been enormous: almost a 
million immigrants were brought in from Madras in ten years, but 
over half a million were shipped bach. In bad years more labourers 
were sent home than came in; but even in a boom year almost as 
. many returned as arrived. In short, there was a sort of tug-of-war 
going on all the time between the Malayan planters and the Indian 
Government: the employers, as is the wont of their kind, want to 
have a large reserve of workers close at hand, “just in case. ...” 
The Malayan Government is neutral, as long as the planters feed 
and house the waiting throngs, or provide them with die means of 
self-support. So, in 1938, the Indian Government— under pressure, 
it is said from the Congress Party— decided this business was 
unworthy of a free and self-respecting people and asked the rubber 
estate managers to think things over. If they found that, perhaps 
after all, they could afford to treat the Madras men as human 
beings, perhaps they would come back. 

I have simplified a situation which iii reality is more complicated. 
The Malayan employers were able to point out, for example, that 
. every year more Indians came over at their own expense and of 
their own accord, without having been signed on in advance. So, 
they concluded, “things can’t be as bad as you say. Or why do those 
chaps fall over each other to get our jobs?” 

One answer is that these Tamil peasants in southern India are 
extremely poor, some of them close to starvation most of the time, 
i We know from our American experience that when that is the case, 

j a socially-minded government must step in and protect such people 

| against themselves as well as against others. You may remember 

| how thousands of American families permitted and even desired 

[ their young children to work for wages because the parents never 

1 earned quite enough to keep them in clothes and shoes. We needed 
a federal law to make an end to the disgraceful exploitation of 
children; and we have not quite finished that job yet. 

The Indian Government found itself in difficulty m Burma, too, 
but on somewhat different grounds. The Burmese Government m 
' recent pre-war years became stronger and wanted to know by what 

1 rights these Indians thought they could come in there and work 

under conditions which no self-respecting Burman would accept. 
The Indian Government could only admit that the fact was as 
stated. The reason for an influx of labourers from Eastern India 
was that they would take jobs which the native people refused. In 
Tulv, iQ4i, the two governments signed an agreement greatly curtail- 
ing the right of Indians to enter Burma. But labour competition 
was only part of the trouble. The Burmese, who not so long ago 
I had been affiliated against their will with the Indian Common- 
wealth, have always cherished a political antagonism against India. 
! This was reinforced by the strong social position which many 

I Indians and descendants of Indians occupied in Burma. Indians 
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own banks, rice mills, saw mills, and many small factories. Railway 
workers, postmen, seven out of every ten skilled workers in Rangoon 
are Indian. Over a million of Burma’s sixteen million inhabitants 
speak an Indian language and, for that reason, are not considered 
by their Burman neighbours as having been wholly assimilated. 
But there are probably even more people of Indian descent who do 
speak Burmese in every-day life and who think of themselves as 
nationals of Burma and not of India. So, in this recent agreement 
the Burmese Government promised as a special concession to 
accord full citizen rights to those Indians who, as property owners 
or on other concrete grounds, could show that they had wholly 
identified themselves with the interests of Burma. The agreement 
to regulate Indian ' ‘ * * : " the status of Indian residents 
in Burma was signe . ‘ nationalists were by no means 

satisfied. There are too many clauses in the document which reflect 
obliquely on the character of Indians and on the part they play in 
Burmese life— for example, that they are in the habit of marrying 
Burmese women and then leaving them. Mr. Gandhi said that 
public opinion in India had not been sufficiently consulted; or such 
an agreement, casting a slur upon Indians, would never have been 
signed. 

And thereby hangs yet another tale. The Indians, both in Burma 
and in Malaya, and in fact wherever they have gone as immigrants, 
have played other roles besides those of respectable artisans and of 
indigent labourers who grab at every chance to earn a living. They 
have also gone as merchants, and above all as money-changers and 
money-lenders. Their unpopularity in this role led to riots in Burma 
in 1938 and 1939, in the course of which two hundred persons were 
killed and much property was destroyed. In Thailand, too, it is 
primarily as a money-lender or a business man with rather sharp 
practices that the Indian immigrant is thought of by the man in 
the street, not as a labourer or a peasant. A few years ago there 
were about a hundred thousand Indians in Thailand, and they were 
no more liked than the Chinese. Both were objects of popular 
attack when the Siamese decided to free themselves of foreign 
pressures of all sorts and run the country to their own liking. That 
was when they changed their country’s name. Of the hundred 
thousand Indians quite a large proportion probably had already 
left the country — some of them with a Thai boot at their back — 
some years before the Japanese army marched in. But from Burma 
there was a real exodus of Indian refugees right up to the last. 

If Indian immigrants were conspicuous in Burma, Thailand, and 
Malaya, Chinese were practically everywhere in South-east Asia. 
They had for generations poured from the two southern coastal 
states of China over the seas. Their junks had prodded into every 
bay and every river mouth. Their merchant adventurers had 
created little colonies which for many generations have inter- 
mingled with the indigenous peoples of Farther India and Malaysia, 
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so that a yellow skin and slanting eyes today no longer signify, 
anywhere in the Asiatic tropics, more than possibly a remote 
Chinese element in a man’s ancestry. The old cities of South China 
traded with India and with Arabia when the Roman Empire was 
still a rather isolated little affair huddled around the Mediterranean 
Sea. Their citizens, themselves the offspring of old and sturdy inland 
stocks, were the master race if ever there was one. To them flowed 
amber and ivory, ebony and rare hardwoods, powerful drugs and 
curious pelts, things good to cat and things good to smell, and die 
most beautiful women of Asia. But when European fleets came to 
capture the trade of Malaysia, the Chinese merchants, already 
installed in its principal ports, had no strong government to back 
them up. In fact, they had never had a government working in 
their interest: anyone wilful enough to go abroad lost the benign 
protection of the Son of Heaven and was no longer entitled to the 
respect of his countrymen. 

Chinese Immigration 

An entirely new chapter opened up when Chinese migration 
ceased to be motivated solely by the hazardous purposes of trade 
and became motivated also by the surer but smaller rewards of 
menial labour. Some of the migrants, though the sons of poor 
peasants, were descendants of the once proud merchant adven- 
turers in the stone-built but ruined towns and cities of southern 
China. But far larger numbers now were recruited to help in build- 
ing new empires, the colonial empires of European merchant 
princes. No such empires had ever been seen in the Orient. They 
rested upon the power of systematized knowledge. A handful of 
white men, equipped with that knowledge, were able not only to 
dominate proud and ancient peoples but also to tame nature. They 
appropriated what grew upon the soil and, more and more, the soil 
itself and what lay below it — a wealth never before appropriated to 
enhance the might of a conqueror. 

From the native standpoint the Chinese under these new regimes 
only added yet other roles to those which for centuries they had 
played among them. They were still the middlemen through whose 
efforts a peasant might convert his crops into cloth or hardware or 
any other desired commodity not made by local artisans. They still 
were the money-changers from whom it was possible at times to 
secure a loan, though at a high rate of interest. In the dosed ranks 
of their shops in towns and cities they still made many things 
which the natives themselves had never learned to fashion. But 
now, under the orders of the white masters, some of these same 
Chinese also came to compete in wage labour of all sorts, in fields 
and factories — wage labour equipped with the old-1 ashioned tools 
of the peasant and the new-fangled tools of mass production. 

There were probably more than six million Chinese residents in 
South-east Asia just before the war, about 1,700,000 of them in 
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British Malaya, where they were two-fifths of the total population, 

1.433.000 in Netherlands India, 117,000 in the Philippines (far more if 
we include all those visibly of Chinese blood), 445,000 in Thailand, 

326.000 in Indo-China (actually three or four million if we include 
all those of Chinese ancestry m the last-named two countries). 

In Malaya, in the Philippines, in Thailand, everywhere the small 
Chinese business men penetrated to the farthest hinterland. They 
sold silk threads to almost primitive villagers in the jungles of 
Borneo. I once came across a little Chinese store on a road between 
two rubber estates in Malaya, successfully competing with the much 
larger stores kept on the estates themselves. Little more than cabins, 
these stores resemble the general stores of American villages in the 
variety of goods they have to offer. They purchase the small 
peasant’s produce. They serve as inns for the weary. They are the 
news rooms of the neighbourhood. Through them the local govern- 
ment broadcasts its decrees. Sometimes they are reported not to be 
too scrupulous in die means they use to get native peasants into 
their debt or to act as their brokers when they must sell their 
harvest in advance. Once, at the university in Manila, I read a score 
of essays by Philippine students enrolled in commercial courses, 
showing with much detail how impossible it is for die Filipino 
storekeeper to compete with the. Chinese. Sometimes it was a story 
of a small Chinese clique that had got possession of all the milling 
facilities in a district so that all the rice had to pass through their 
hands. Then, again, there was the storekeeper who refused credit 
to any of the peasants who would not buy their supplies from him 
— at prices far above those current. 

Whatever the particular practices, and however large or small 
may have been the proportion of Chinese traders who engaged in 
them, dislike of them, even acute enmity, has been rising in most 
of the region for many years. As a result, social ostracism and legal 
discriminations followed each other in close succession. When the 
war broke out, there was no longer an entirely free right of immigra- 
tion for Chinese anywhere in South-east Asia and this just when 
the chances of economic success had become somewhat brighter. 
The conditions of contract labour have been regulated in the 
interest of Chinese and other workers through international action, 
especially through the abolition, some years ago, of the so-called 
penal sanctions which enabled an employer virtually to enslave 
those immigrants who had contracted to serve him. The Chinese 
National Government has passed from an attitude of disapproval 
in the former imperial days through one of helpless concern to 
an attitude, at last, of open and active intervention in behalf of the 
welfare of the Chinese residents abroad. 

Through their own energy and intelligence, ever larger numbers 
of the Chinese residents in Malaya have attained a social status 
far above that from which they started. Some of them have been 
knighted for generous contributions to public charity and educa- 



tion. In Netherlands India, several have received high honours from 
the Queen. In the Philippines, Chinese business men have served 
on important government commissions, both at home and abroad. 
In Thailand and Indo-China they have married into the native 
aristocracy. Many more have acquired if not wealth at least a modest 
competence. And yet in the pre-war years the situation became 
steadily worse. The enormous fluctuations in the prices of those 
export "commodities on which immigrant Chinese worked, in which 
they traded, or which they shipped, hit them with special severity. 
Millions of them were directly Interested as wage-earners or as small 
entrepreneurs in the economic life of the countries where they 
lived. The world economic depression which began in the late 
Twenties wiped out whole communities of overseas Chinese and 
sent hundreds of thousands of them home to China penniless. 

So much for the Chinese in South-east Asia. They have for 
centuries fulfilled the function of connecting eastern Asia with the 
rest of the world. Without their industry and endurance the great 
tropical empires of Farther India and Malaysia could hardly have 
developed to their present state of productivity. And in the post- 
war years they will be among the principal carriers of modern 
knowledge and of democratic ideals into the very heart of this 
traditional seed-plot of despotic ambition. 

South-east Asia might serve as the scene for an intensive study 
of the relative potency of trade and of military force as means of 
subjection. Both the Hindu and the Chinese civilizations have left 
deep marks in the indigenous cultures. Their arts and their scrip- 
tures have become so intermingled with the native lore and the 
native traditions that a distinctive culture with Indonesian and 
Indo-Chinese features has emerged, with an inner life and a future 
of its own. Yet the names of the conquerors have almost been for- 
gotten. At least, in as far as they are known, the wars of conquest 
do not make especially interesting reading. As one studies the 
history of the region one becomes convinced, rather, that the real 
triumphs were those of the old shipmasters, the real adventures 
those of the old traders and of the Hindu and Moslem and 
Buddhist missionaries who, often unarmed and unprotected, went 
everywhere into the interior and brought to the native people 
gospels of a better life— -both here and in the world beyond. 

Pilgrims of the Prophet 

Two other peoples, each of them the exponent of a distinct 
cultural theory and fired with a religious message, have invaded 
the Asiatic tropics and emphasized with fire and sword the all- 
embracing universality of their love for mankind. 

From the seventh century on, the Arab empire expanded south- 
ward and eastward and in time established itself all across the 
Indian Ocean from Madagascar to Java. The zeal of the Arabs, like 
that of the Christian Crusaders, recognized no colour diflerences. 


Indeed, they rather prided themselves on being without race pre- 
judice and freely inter-married with the white people of Asia Minor 
and the Caucasus, the Negroes of Africa, the dark-skinned peoples 
of southern India, and the light-coloured Malays. Nor did they 
hesitate to give their daug 1 ' * ' ■ ' ' > any of these. 

Perhaps because of this ■■ human sympathies, 

the Arabs soon became enmeshed in ambitions of a more worldly 
sort than that of v ■ : 1 '>rd of the Prophet. At any 

rate they were the . in South-east Asia of that 

commercial imperialism which eventually merged with the rising 
nationalism of Europe and the Near East in movements of Western 
expansion. Where peaceful commerce was possible, they preferred 
it to conquest. For centuries they dominated the trade of the Indian 
Ocean, far into the Pacific as well as into the Mediterranean and 
Europe by way of the Red Sea. 

I do not know whether Arab statesmen ever spoke of a co- 
prospevity sphere, but they certainly did not claim to belong to a 
superior breed divinely entrusted with the responsibility of leader- 
ship. Whoever embraced Islam was one of them. And so, identify- 
ing themselves with peoples of all sorts, the Arabs became absorbed 
in the trading communities of all the coasts and islands of the 
region. As in the case of the Chinese, the number of those now 
officially identified as Arabs or enumerated with other distinct, 
groups as “Oriental aliens” bears no relation to the amount of Arab 
blood that is flowing through the population. 

The original homeland of the Arab merchants, sailors, and 
missionaries who had sailed east and settled among the Indians and 
Malays — never in overwhelming numbers — became the spiritual 
homeland for millions converted to the faith. But just because of 
the deep respect of every Moslem for the birthplace of the Prophet, 
those who in later times came from Arabia to settle in South-east 
Asia remained somewhat aloof from the rest, as a chosen people, 
and enjoyed a reputation for piety and wisdom which they took 
care not to lose for themselves and their families. Two of the present 
sultanates under the Netherlands flag are dynasties of Arab origin. 
In the small ports of Celebes almost pure Arab minorities survive. 

Pilgrimages to Mecca, in which thousands of Malays take part — 
in some years more than fifty thousand from Netherlands India 
alone — have kept alive that special prestige of the Arabs. They still 
are regarded as cultural links between Near East and Far East 
although their monopoly of ocean commerce has long gone and 
soon even their survival as a separate national minority group may 
cease — unless they achieve some new recognized function m the 
predominantly Malay Moslem community. The pilgrimages to 
Mecca are used by the Netherlands Indian Government as a fairly 
accurate barometer of prosperity. Between good years and bad 
years it may vary by more than a thousand per cent. In this con- 
nection an interesting common concern has developed between the 
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Netherlands Indian and the Hedjaz Governments. The great literary 
lights revered among the Arabs have, in a surprising number of 
instances, been physicians, and pious Moslems consider themselves 
to have a kind of hereditary interest in matters of health. To this 
interest the Netherlands Indian Government was able to appeal 
diplomatically at times when the conditions under which pilgrims 
to Mecca travelled and were housed at their destination became 
especially bad — and they have always been notorious. In the years 
just before the war a: ai»gi im ::; existed under which a repre- 
sentative of the l\i v.i :-i:: ,, i«s I V Government shared in the 
sanitary control. 

In early times the Arab fleets were probably more instrumental 
than were the caravans over the ancient “silk route” of Central 
Asia in linking Occident and Orient. For only the most precious 
stuffs can be loaded on camel back in central or northern China, 
by degrees find their way to the Near East and Europe, and still 
repay their owners for the tremendous cost of so long an overland 
transportation. But more bulky goods still pay their way, despite 
long distances, when loaded on ships. The Arabs’ ability to make 
themselves at home in the port cities of Malaysia ecpialled that of 
the Chinese. Indeed, some of those cities owe their origin to small 
Arab trading centres. Perhaps even the Biblical myrrh and frankin- 
cense could be traced to this old connection. 

They did far better than did the Chinese in converting people 
to dieir own beliefs and ideas. The reason is that they did not start 
out by regarding themselves as altogether superior people but were 
eager to share their religious enthusiasm and all die good things 
that flow to those who obey Heaven’s commands. Arab colonies 
still form the centres of pious Mohammedan communities in 
Celebes, Java, and elsewhere. There are eighty or ninety thousand 
Arabs in all Netherlands India, about one-half of them in Java. 
These are small numbers which do not indicate the influence of 
the group. That influence derives not only from their piety but 
also from a tolerance that attracts and binds. Like the Catholic 
missions in. die Philippines and in Indo-China (to a lesser extent 
also in Netherlands India), the Moslem institutions won over 
people by not disturbing diem too much in their accepted beliefs 
but trying, rather, to combine these beliefs in a unifying mono- 
theistic philosophy. Even when they conquered the great Hindu 
empires of Sumatra, Malaya, and Java, die Mohammedan Indians 
and Arabs did not destroy the old shrines— except the more impor- 
tant ones that were really symbols of political power. Many of the 
old Hindu legends and plays are as popular as ever, and these 
include rites and allusions tiiat go even farther back to ancient 
animistic beliefs and practices. 

As middlemen and . ■ 1 1 ,1 - Arabs are probably no 

better liked today tha: 1 ■< But many of them are 

clever artisans. In business affairs they sometimes have a special 
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knowledge which other people find indispensable. Most of them 
come from the arid Hadramaut coast of southern Arabia and, as 
long as they can make a living of sorts elsewhere, do not intend 
to go home. Their numbers are not large enough anywhere in 
South-east Asia- to excite fear or political suspicion. But it is quite 
possible that, when this war is over, Islam may find itself in a 
strengthened position, and its various branches may re-combine 
politically to form a more influential power group than has sup- 
ported the faith in the past. Some Netherlands Indian officials seem 
to detect a trend in the direction of such political re-orientation in 
the spread of Mohammedan mystic fraternities, tarekats, which 
have shown a combination of religiously emotional and nationalist 
leanings. 

Advance Guards of Aggression 
Yet another group in Malaysia, a relative newcomer, has com- 
bined enthusiasm for a religious idea with commercial shrewdness 
and willingness to employ force, when needed, in the propagation 
of its ideas: the Japanese. Perhaps it will be their fate, like that of 
the Arabs, to vanish from the records of history with a brief note 
here and there about the continuance of a certain prestige, about 
their mystic exaltation, their fanatical belief in a fine ethical creed 
lost in the mazes of mythology, and their brief hour of glory as a 
great imperial power. 

Before the first world war few people in South-east Asia gave 
thought to the Japanese, though the latter were already beginning 
to compete successfully in a number of trades. Even after the begin- 
ning, in 1931, of the anti- Japanese boycott by the Chinese, who 
then had almost a monopoly in most lines of retail business, the 
Japanese did not retaliate by setting up many stores of their own. 
Instead, they organized an immense wholesale organization and, 
as far as possible, broke down the boycott through native retailers. 
When necessary, they bought themselves into partnerships with 
them. This was not especially difficult; for the natives who were 
trying to run a business had no love for the Chinese. 

Like the Europeans, the Japanese had no really serious objection 
to the quasi-monopoly which the Chinese — or here and there the 
Indians — had acquired of the retail trade of the region until it 
turned against them. Like the Europeans, they had larger fish to 
fry. “Strictly wholesale” might have been painted on the window 
panes of the many corporations which they formed, sometimes 
under names not in the least suggestive of Japanese ownership, to 
forward Japanese import business. The dominant commercial 
interest of Japan in South-east Asia did not include any desire to 
help large numbers c r T 1 rk out their own salva- 
tion individually by . of cloth in the Malay 

villages or by setting up as innkeepers and rice merchants. The 
Japanese have always been averse to emigration as an individual 
venture. When, like the Chinese, they lifted the age-old ban on 
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1 emigration, it was only to make possible a concerted movement of 

| Japanese settlers; and such a movement always was directed to 

\ lands where a colony of nationals might help to open up new 

l sources of food or raw materials urgently needed to improve the 

j Japanese economy. The acquisition of dependencies did not begin 

1 until 1875, with the modest gain of a few islands from Russia, and 

j further augmented during the following year. Formosa, taken from 

, China in 1895, gave more scope for the transplantation of Japanese 

i farmers, but nothing came of it. After forty years of occupation, 

: Japanese nationals form less than six per cent, of the population 

; even in this strategically important island commanding the northern 

1 approaches to the South China Sea. Later, nothing much came of 

large schemes to settle Japanese farmers in Korea and in Manchuria. 

Japanese emigration to the countries of South-east Asia was, like 
European and American migration to that region, for purposes of 
trade. It was never large because obviously it was much cheaper 
to employ native and Chinese wage-earners on the spot than to 
send Japanese ones; and only the more responsible positions were 
filled with compatriots. Thus the Japanese concessions of iron mines 
in Malaya were worked with Chinese immigrant labour. One device 
j which the Japanese used wherever they could was that with which 
we are familiar in California : the purchase of partnerships or stocks 
in native companies, even when this meant an evasion of those laws 
which had been framed precisely to prevent the permeation of 
trade and industry with foreign capital. In this way, Japanese 
! interests managed to dominate the whole ocean fishing industry 
; of the western Pacific, and this without appreciably adding to the 
number of Japanese residents on foreign snores. In the Philippines, 
' four out of every five deep-sea fishing boats before the war were 
operated by Japanese, despite a law passed in 1932 prohibiting 
! foreign ownership of commercial fishing vessels. Sometimes there is 
i a genuine Filipino majority in the fishing company; but the Philip- 
I pine Government — like most other governments in the region— was 
; too busy trying to appease the Japanese to make an issue of every 
instance in which the Filipinos registered as stockholders and 
officers were suspected of being merely dummies for a Japanese 
, wholesale concern. 

\ It was the same thing with many other kinds of enterprize which, 

under the Philippine constitution of 1935, were reserved for cor- 
porations with at least a sixty per cent. Philippine ownership. The 
Japanese only did, of course, what Europeans had done a century 
earlier; that is, they put themselves by guile if they could, by force 
if need be, in possession of those raw materials which they desired. 
The Japanese came rather late. They were willing to invest their 
! own money in mines and saw-mills and land concessions; hut in 
I the meantime laws had been framed to prevent them from doing 

1 so. What were they to do? There was nothing in their ethics to 

j prohibit their use 01 whatever loopholes they might discover. Some- 
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times a Japanese store served the purpose of camouflage: it was 
for the purpose of giving an ostensible reason for the presence of 
a group of Japanese men who really owned some land held nearby 
in the name of natives. The store was a blind for a much larger 
enterprize, a plantation. 

The Japanese colony in the province of Davao, Mindanao, about 
which so much has been written, was an exception to tire usual 
kind of Japanese enterprize. Here the object was a large increase 
in the supply of hemp of which Davao is the centre of supply. 
In the market the Japanese were in competition with American 
bidders and could not get nearly enohgh. So they decided to grow 
some of their own. Later on, purely military purposes may have 
out-weighed financial ones, but the legitimate origin of the Davao 
colony can hardly be disputed. It goes back to 1904, when there can 
have been no thought of military conquest. If there was an idea of 
building up a strong military foothold it was eventually given up; 
for when the campaign for the conquest of South-east Asia did 
take shape, Davao played no very important part in the Japanese 
strategy. 

In the other countries of the region, Japanese residents played 
an even less conspicuous role. In Indo-China there were not enough 
of them to be separately counted in the census. But here, as in 
Thailand and probably elsewhere, everybody knew that many 
Japanese tradesmen, photographers, students, members of over- 
staffed commercial and travel bureaus, sportsmen and tourists really 
were military spies — everybody knew — and laughed about it. 

In Saigon I heard complaints about the competition of Japanese 
goods smuggled in from Singapore, which was a free port. But I 
doubt that Japanese business men of repute had a hand in this. 
The rumour may have been no more than an attempt to explain 
the singularly low prices at which Japanese manufactures could be 
bought. Nobody did anything about this, either. 

In Thailand, the only conspicuous Japanese were some technical 
experts in silk and cotton growing and a few teachers of embroidery. 
But a large proportion of the country’s imports were from Japan. 
In Burma, Japanese buyers managed to secure for their country a 
large part of the cotton crop btit did not try to form Japanese 
colonies to grow cotton. In British Malaya, curiously enough, the 
Japanese seem to have seen no opening for participation on a large 
scale in the growing of rubber, although they must have had great 
need for that product. Nor did they share to any large extent in 
the ownership of the other major estate industries. The British 
have, of course, long followed a policy of "Malaya for the Malays,” 
hut this has not prevented them from peopling the peninsula with 
Chinese and Indians or from giving the Japanese important mining 
concessions. It must therefore be assumed that the Japanese saw no 
particular advantage in settling many of their subjects in this 
hospitable land, or they could certainly have pressed for that right. 
94 


People with whom I talked about this in Singapore all seemed to 
think that the Japanese could not stand the climate. But they did 
not need to grow their own rubber since the market was free, And 
that was true also of tin. 

Japanese goods, especially silk fabrics, were handled almost 
exclusively by Indian and Arab dealers, though the number of 
Japanese stores in Singapore and other Malayan cities had increased 
somewhat. The only Japanese store I saw in Johore was a photo- 

1 ^ . India Japanese are officially regarded as Euro* 

peans, nominally because, unlike other Orientals, they are mono- 
gamists, but really because their activities and social status were 
not in the least like those of Chinese or Indians but rather like 
those of European residents : they were engaged in wholesale trade 
and in the professions, wore European clothes, stayed at European 
hotels, and did all the sights like other foreign tourists. Pretexts 
were not wanting for surveying all the coasts, climbing all the 
mountains, and taking photographs of all the landmarks. 


CHAPTER VIII 

IMPACT OF THE WEST 

Yet one more alien race came after the treasure of tropical Asia. 
Their ships, too, drifted toward its white beaches and the green 
spell of its forests, lured by wondrous tales of spices and precious 
woods and ivory and gems. They, too, came as merchants and 
colonists, as before them had come die Arabs — who told those tales 
— the Indians, and the Chinese, as after them were to come the 
Japanese. 

No one knows how many Portuguese, first Occidentals systematic- 
ally to explore these seas, there are in South-east Asia today, not 
even in what remains of their own former empire, the eastern part 
of Timor. On Celebes, once a Portuguese stronghold, there were in 
recent years only a few hundred Europeans, not counting the 
garrison, out of a total population of four million. But this does 
not mean that the Portuguese have disappeared from the scene. 
Both their blood and traces of their cultural legacy are quite evident. 
Both in Celebes and in the environs of Malacca in British Malaya 
you may come across people who look in no way different from 
their neighbours but who carry 1 ’ ’ . ■ ^ lese names 

and, if encouraged, will tell yc . 1 ■ ancestors. 

Christians for many generations, these quasi-Portuguese often have 
a better education than odiers and are employed in secondary 
posidons in the army or in the civil service. 

The Spaniards, dispossessed of their Asiatic empire only a genera- 
tion ago, have retained their identity to a much greater extent. 
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Between four and five thousand Philippine citizens are supposed 
to be of almost pure Spanish strain, and there are also several 
hundred thousand Filipinos of mixed Spanish and Malay blood, 
spread throughout tire islands. Like the Normans in England, 
those families of the conquering race which possessed themselves 
of large landed estates have survived longest. Only one industry of 
importance, cigar-making, has remained to some extent in Spanish 
hands, and this because much of the capital is still owned in Spain. 

How many Hollanders have settled and become part of the per- 
manent population of Netherlands India, I do not know. In the first 
place the census statistics are made up on political rather than 
ethnic lines, and secondly no distinction is made — or could easily 
be made — between permanent residents and transients. The number 
of Netherlands “immigrants” in the last two decades was second 
only to that of Chinese — but a long way second. The rigid trustee- 
ship assumed by the Government over the native interest in the 
soil had discouraged European immigration, so that die 1930 
census enumerated only 200,000 Netherlanders in a total of only 
240,000 “European” residents. Most of these Netherlanders have 
Malay blood in their veins. These mixed bloods range through 
the whole colonial hierarchy — from the disinherited Indonesian 
proletariat to the alien upper crust. In Holland itself one per cent, 
of die population is said to have a Malay strain. 

The number of Frenchmen and Britishers permanently resident 
in the East Asiatic tropics is too small to be counted. Even with the 
transients, armed forces and all, their total number before the war 
came to only 18,000 in British Malaya, 43,000 in Indo-China, and 
much smaller numbers elsewhere. In the Philippines, Americans 
numbered not quite nine thousand before the war, with only a few 
hundred of each of various European nationalities. 

A good deal has been written about tiiat rather picturesque 
group, the American army pensioners of the Spanish War who 
refused to go home and managed to live fairly comfortably witii 
their Filipino wives and children — usually not too far from a post 
office to receive their pension, which they eked out with the pro- 
ceeds of an occasional fishing expedition and of a few banana or 
coconut trees in their yards. Obviously, there are not many of them 
left. Their children have not found it difficult to accept the rights 
and duties of Philippine citizenship. They never were as badly off 
as the several thousand children of American soldiers left with 
deserted and unwedded Filipinas, on whose behalf the late Bishop 
Brent and General Leonard wood often pleaded with the charitably 
disposed. These Americans also seem to have by now become fully 
absorbed in the Filipino population. 

Colonial society in South-east Asia is sometimes described as a 
pyramid at the bottom of which are the natives, above them Chinese 
and Arabs and Indians as a middle class, and Europeans at the top 
— numerically a mere pin-point, but controlling all the rest. 
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In the villages of East Java , the seed rice needed for next year's 
planting is preserved in a public storehouse zealously guarded by 
village officials. Note the shape of the supporting pillars designed 
to keep out rats. 




A Cambodian home built on stilts over a stream . as are many Filipino town house , showing the use of 

homes in the Asiatic tropics both for sanitary reasons and for movable hardwood window frames with 

protection against floods. small square panes of shell. 









A Javanese farmer and his wife shred and -wash cassava roots . The 
starch slays at the hollom of the vat and , when dry, is exported to 
the United Slates , where it becomes tapioca pudding. The man's 
attire is typical for the younger generation of workers . 









An Arab-dcsccnded Hadji 
of East Java , orthodox in his 
religion , for he has made the 
pilgrimage to Mecca, but a 
successful business man and 
social organizer. After some 
years spent in Singapore , he 
came to Sumatra , built him- 
self a large house, a cassava 
factory, a mosque, and a 
private school. 






II 


An old Javanese guru ( reli- 
gious teacher) and his grand- 
son. The copy of the Koran 
which the boy holds up 
is made of a local bark 
paper the somewhat primi- 
tive manufacture of which, 
once widespread, is now 
practised in only a few 







A crew lined up to report for afternoon work on a Sumatra rubber 
plantation. Their assignment is to treat the scars left in the trees 
after the collection of the latex. 







- v. V £**^&Jki£g*x 

Wedding of the son of a local Batak ruler in Sumatra. The bride's 
ancl the bridegroom's formal clothes are equally “correct.” 



Not all Buddhist priests in Farther India 
are reactionaries. This kindly Thai monk is 
known for his generosity to persons of other 
races and creeds and for the humanism of 
his teaching. 





Formation of a queue before the public pawnshop was a daily 
occurrence in Javanese cities during the years of economic 
depression. 



Actually, the situation is much more complicated. I would place at 
the bottom the wage-slaves who may be native or immigrant, quite 
a step above them the independent peasants, however poor they 
may be. Most of the so-called “merchants” are little better off than 
the peasantry, being small storekeepers or holders of market stalls 
or even peddlers who travel up and down the countryside. They 
hardly constitute what we would call a middle class. It is true that 
the more prosperous merchants, clerks and overseers, and civil 
servants, professionals of all sorts are often immigrants or sons of 
immigrants; but natives everywhere increasingly offer these a stiff 
competition as they, too, enjoy better chances of education and 
better social connections. 

As for the top, we should think, first, of the princes, like the 
Sultan of Sulu— the only monarch who rules under the Stars and 
Stripes. They certainly must be ranked high even if they no longer 
exercise as much political power as in the past. As a matter of 
fact, several of these princes, with a good European education and 
part owners of some of the largest enterprises, are more powerful 
to-day than their predecessors were a hundred years ago. Below 
diem is the indigenous aristocracy with roots often deep in the past 
but likewise sometimes surprisingly modern in their grasp of poli- 
tical and economic issues. Europeans, it is true, own the most 
important enterprises and occupy the highest posts in all the 
governments except the two republics, Thailand and the Philip- 
pines. But the Occidental owners of those enterprises do not reside 
m the colonies. 

In the dependencies, the European managers of mines and estates 
are well paid and, because of the magnitude of their responsibilities, 
often politically influential. The European public officials also may 
be powerful beyond the limits of their immediate responsibilities. 
But always — and we are too liable to forget this— there is also a 
rich and influential native social group which, however few of its 
members may attain to high offices, must be reckoned with poli- 
tically because of its influence with the masses. 

In recent decades there has been a change in the European per- 
sonnel, both public and private, which it is important to know 
about, especially if you have read fiction or books of reminiscence 
that feature the old.-time magistrate or plantation manager. Both 
officials and business executives have become more professional and 
less despotic in their outlook. They may have fine homes and treat 
themselves well; but their expenditures are not nowadays intended 
so much for purposes of ostentation — to show the natives what 
superior beings they are — as for comfort and efficiency. No doubt 
some of diem could live more simply. But has not that been true, 
in the pre-rationing days, of a good many of us at home, too? 

Since in this as in any truthful book that touches upon the fruits 
of Western imperialism there will be statements that criticize exist- 
ing or recent colonial regimes, I want to say here that I have 
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nowhere found a finer type of men than among the British, Dutch, 
French, and American officials in South-east Asia. Think of half 
a dozen men in our own government who, in your opinion, are doing 
their jobs conscientiously, are well equipped for them, invariably 
place the public interest before their personal convenience, are con- 
siderate in their contacts with the public, industrious to a fault, 
and of wide culture. Their combined portrait gives you tile average 
high-ranking colonial “bureaucrat” of South-east Asia. I also have 
had occasion to admire the Occidental military officers whom I 
met in that region; not one of them was a blood-thirsty militarist. 
Many of these officials, military and civil, have made valuable con- 
tributions to scientific knowledge. One Hollander whom I came to 
know, a horticulturist, ;.::d • kb: 1 ;1 by \ merican standards, 

paid out of his own p -cboi, -..r :.v p.ib.icjtiv. of an interesting 
scientific report when, during the financial crisis, the appropriations 
for his department had been cut. A British bureau head in Singapore 
I found spending all his spare time in befriending die unfortunate. 
In Saigon I met, during an exceptionally hot spell, a French official 
who was a scholar of international reputation and who could easily, 
had he wished to do so, have had himself transferred to a climatic- 
ally more pleasant centre. These men, X discovered, were not 
exceptions, though I also met other officials who seemed lazy, self- 
indulgent, and incompetent. There is an occasional tyrant in every 
bureaucracy; but sometimes a seemingly despotic decision results 
from timidity rather than from self-assertion. I saw an example of 
this when I took up with a colonial official a frequent criticism, of 
which he was well aware, that he did not promote native civil 
servants to the degree to which their competency and their atten- 
tion to duty entitled diem — in their own opinion and diat of their 
sympathizers. I found that this higher-up was so jealous for the 
reputation of the native staff that he preferred to be charged with 
prejudice rather than risk making appointments that might add to 
the uncertainty still prevalent in European circles concerning the 
stability and honesty of those native groups that were clamouring 
for greater recognition. 

In the European business community also, the social climate 
has changed. Heavy drinking, gambling for large stakes, die irres- 
ponsibility of men far from the restraining influence of family and 
set, have given way to the manners — if not all the refinements — of 
European country life. This is largely a question of investment: 
with the enormous sums which a large foreign-owned enterprise 
often represents nowadays, a high-class staff cannot be allowed to 
dissipate its usefulness to the company. Better homes are provided, 
better transportation, a more active social life. 

Partly because of these improved conveniences, perhaps partly 
causing them, more European women have joined tlieir husbands 
in the Asiatic colonies. Their presence has had both a favourable 
and an unfavourable consequence — from the standpoint of the 
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other population groups It has ended a good deal of informal social 
intercourse between Occidentals and Orientals. Naturally, white 
women are more prejudiced than are white men against meeting 
Orientals on equal terms. But even if this were not so, the more 
elaborate homes maintained since the coming of white women 
widen the gulf between Occidental and Oriental modes of living. 
On the other hand, the presence of well-bred European women 
has made for a more lively concern, I was told, in the welfare of 
both the natives and the immigrant Oriental labour forces. Women 
accustomed to pay attention to the practical side of problems often 
see at once how an obvious ill can be corrected where men, and 
especially college men, shrug their shoulders and discourse on the 
inevitability of maladjustments in a complex organization. They 
may point out how unnecessary is the inhuman “coolie line” type 
of housing which permits no family life whatever and gives the 
workers the dreariest of imaginable environments in which to 
vegetate between one work period and another. They may be able 
to show how, at no great additional cost to the company, the legal 
requirements of provision for first aid, clinic facilities, hospital beds, 
medical service generally, might be met pleasantly and attractively 
rather than grudgingly and quite inadequately. Under the influence 
of such women, even the directors may learn that it pays to secure 
the good-will of the workers, that fear and resentment are dangerous 
combustibles to have around in any compound. Naturally fond 
of children, such women will sometimes be impatient with the 
schools provided for the children of workers — schools which may 
meet the legal requirements and yet be farcical as instruments of 
popular education when held in damp and dark sheds, without 
proper equipment, by teachers who have had no training for their 
posts. So, on the whole, the trend toward a more paternalistic policy 
of management has been reinforced by the introduction of at least 
a little maternalistic concern, as well. 

This does not mean that race prejudice, snobbery, and selfish 
group discrimination have ceased to be powerful factors in the 
colonial society of South-east Asia. Both Filipinos and Malayans 
have told me that social discrimination among Occidentals against 
natives is on the increase. But I suspect that this only seems so 
because there is more reaction to it on the part of race- and class- 
conscious members of the subject group. “Oppression psychosis” 
in the days before the war was a contagious disease. 

White Man’s Prestige 

When people said that the Japanese, through their victories over 
European powers in South-east Asia, ended the feeling of the white 
man’s superiority, they talked through their hats. That feeling, if 
it ever did exist widely, disappeared long ago. You can make it 
difficult for the intelligent Malayan or Annamite to secure a higher 
education, you can keep him out of important jobs and train him 
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to obedience, but you cannot easily implant in him a sense of 
inferiority. He sees the white man's fumbling, his frequent lack of 
self-control, his dependence on physical comforts, and other far 
from super-human qualities. The whole idea that white men could 
maintain their prestige by wearing white linen suits and kicking 
other people around has probably been a mistake from the start. 
Only the rifles in white men’s hands and the priceless fruit of their 
inventiveness which they were able to hand out gave them their 
position of power. When they arrogated to themselves superior 
wisdom, the Orientals outwardly agreed with them but never 
doubted that in time they themselves could master all the tricks. 

If you had happened to be in Manila or Batavia or Singapore 
or Rangoon in the years just before the war, the social discrimina- 
tions against Orientals in white circles would probably have struck 
you as more or less inevitable in some circumstances and prepos- 
terous in others. Where there are legal bars against the employment 
of members of one group or another — as, for instance, in most of 
the armies and navies — it would be rather artificial for officers in 
their private lives to cultivate a social equality that is taken out of 
their individual judgment in their vocational life. On the other 
hand, most of the discriminations against natives or Orientals in 
general are merely customs without anything to justify them. 

There was in recent years more social contact between people of 
the different racial groups than there used to be, and more of it on 
a level of equality. This is not difficult to explain. I have already 
referred to the European’s changed attitude toward his job. Nowa- 
days a young man who expects to spend several years in Tonkin 
or Java or Borneo or Burma will almost certainly learn something 
of the local language. In fact, his employer, whether private or 
public, will probably insist on it. His predecessor, thirty years ago, 
went around with an interpreter or used the so-called Coastal Malay 
language which is a simplified and sterile medium of intercourse 
between superior and inferior, very much as pidgin-English used to 
he until, quite recently, it was subjected to a process of refinement. 
The main reason, however, is that there are more natives and more 
immigrant Orientals who are the young European’s intellectual 
equals than was the case a generation ago. Despite all the educa- 
tional set-backs and prohibitions, many thousands of them speak 
a European language fluently and, what is more, have almost the 
same attitude as the educated European toward most matters of 
common interest. 

The only subjects on which it is sometimes a little difficult for a 
European and an Oriental to converse are those that have to do 
with Oriental society, Oriental customs and beliefs, and the like. 
On such matters the one is prone to be ignorant but inquisitive 
and the other antagonistic. Not that the Oriental is ashamed of 
his cultural background, but he sees no point in dragging out “those 
old superstitions” which, to his mind, are of no importance in these 
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days. He wonders what , the Occidental would think if he, the 
Oriental, were continually trying to shift the conversation to ques- 
tions on medieval torture chambers, ridiculous cults, or the social 
customs of Coney Island. When it comes to discussions of the 
essential differences between Oriental and Occidental society or 
mentality, the interested white person will easily hold his ground, 
for his Oriental friend will probably not be able to grasp what it is 
all about, never having had an opportunity to scrutinize the occult 
Oriental talents which he is alleged to be carrying in his own mind. 
Therefore he would rather discuss w r ith you die latest motion 
picture, some political personality, some peculiarity of language — 
in fact anything thqt involves some tangible difference or difficulty 
of understanding that might be cleared up in friendly confabula- 
tion. It often came as a shock to me when a Filipino or Javanese 
acquaintance in some little backwater of a small town would inter- 
rupt a conversation about local matters to ask me whether I had 
read such and such a book by H. G. Wells or whether it was true 
that a man cannot be punished in America for killing a coloured 
person. 

English colonial society differs from French, Dutch, and American 
in that it represents a more unified class. Not so long ago those 
who went out to the colonies belonged, in the main, to the public- 
school set (in the English sense where it means the opposite) or 
tried to behave as though they did. And although there are now 
greater social distances between officials, planters and traders, these 
people, as Englishmen, still feel superior to anyone else, whether 
Occidental or Oriental. 

In Indo-China I was told that European society had sufficiently 
changed in character to make a difference in its relations with the 
native people. Since the World War too many people of a crude 
type had come out to make a fortune; and as they were ostentatious 
and vulgar they were tending to lower the esteem in which French 
officials and business men had been held. I do not know how much 
truth there is in this charge. However, on the positive side it was 
evident to me that the officials and the French people with old- 
established connections in the colony were sensitive to the finer 
shades of considerateness in their relations with the Annamites and 
other natives. 

Some people now go around saying that the white man’s time in 
Eastern Asia is over, that after this war his every position of special 
privilege will be gone, and the various colonial peoples will, on a 
world-wide wave of democracy, gain the right to run their own lives, 
economically and politically. To me it seems that several different 
propositions are jumbled together in such a statement. Without 
going into matters that have no place in this chapter, it may, first 
of all, be agreed that a strong push will probably open much wider 
for the natives those doors of vocational and political opportunity 
which now creak as their hinges all too slowly turn. The heavy 



hand of foreign rule will become, much more quickly than in 
recent decades, the helping hand of foreign partnership. “Prepara- 
tion for full self-government” will be a \ 1 r than a 

pious phrase. Here and there— certainly i K1 , perhaps 

soon in Netherlands India on in Burma — the white man’s privileges 
will disappear altogether. But that does not mean that the white 
residents will go home or that foreign financial interests in the 
region’s trade, production, and development will suddenly be with- 
drawn. Capital cannot be created out of thin air; and even the 
more advanced indigenous groups often still have to learn how by 
saving they may finance their own economic security and progress. 
Where there is foreign capital there will also be a certain amount 
of foreign control. 

But the Occidental interest in South-east Asia is changing. 
Already, in Netherlands India, it is no longer true that white men 
never dirty their hands with manual work. There, thousands of 
Hollanders and sons of mixed marriages, who legally rank as Euro- 
peans, are engaged in it. They are represented in every income 
group, from three hundred guilders a year up. In the British 
colonies, exceptional Europeans have established themselves to 
experiment with dairy farming and to engage in a variety of manual 
trades. In the Philippines many of the White Russian and Jewish 
refugees belong to the working and small shop-keeping class rather 
than die owning class. Some white Americans, too, had before the 
coming of the Japanese established themselves in small shops and 
were competing successfully with Orientals. There were among 
them auto repair workers and skilled mechanics in other metal 
trades. They were employed as clerks, editors, teachers, craftsmen, 
skippers, machinists, inventors, horticulturists, mining engineers, 
and a hundred other vocations, all without benefit of a vocational 
monopoly. 


Mixed Blood 

Mixed marriages are not often successful — as we measure success. 
The reason is social and not biological. (There is no dearth of 
children sound in body and mind.) The gulf between the societies 
of husband and wife, of father and mother, is often too wide for 
one generation to span. The sense of mutuality attained in intimate 
personal relations is not matched by a similar sense in the sur- 
rounding community. On the contrary, the members of such mixed 
families may be made to feel from both sides that they do not 
quite belong. This is, in fact, usually the case; and the unhappiness 
in their external relations may interfere with absolute cordiality 
and mutual devotion within the family. 

It must not be imagined, however, that marriages between Occi- 
dentals and Orientals are any more fraught with danger than those 
between any people with rather different upbringing. The motion 
picture called “The Tuttles of Tahiti” portrays happy inter-racial 
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family life at the bottom of society. For an example of such wedded 
bliss near the top I offer the following, In one of the Outer Provinces 
of Netherlands India everybody knows the head of a technical 
school, a jovial Netherlander who has done more for the district 
where he lives than any other five men combined. His wife is a 
Malay and highly respected by everyone. She is not a “princess” 
either, or J -,- ■ 1 - * - r 1 tef, as a romantic writer might make her 

out to be; ' ■ peasant origin. Her husband fell in love 

with her when she was still quite young, made it possible for her 
to go to a middle school and a teacher-training college. She knows 
a little Dutch but not enough to speak it fluently. They live in a 
European house, but she never wears any but native dress. Their 
children are going through the European branch of the dual school 
system with a view to a college education in Holland for all three 
of them. But they are brought up in an atmosphere of intense 
concern for the welfare of the native people. The home is a centre 
of disen ssion of industrial and educational plans to improve the 
social and economic life of the district, a very museum of native 
handiwork and humming with the gaiety of people who know 
where they are going and get satisfaction from their labours. I am 
sure there are many more such homes. 

At one time the Dutch Government, with its Puritan traditions, 
actually encouraged marriage between its colonials and native 
women and frowned upon irregular unions.* I do not see how, in 
view of all the evidence, this policy can he said to have been any- 
thing but successful. The only reason why doubt has been thrown 
on its desirability more recently is purely political: the fact that 
the mixed bloods quite naturally become strong supporters of move- 
ments of liberation. There has never been any difficulty on the 
ground of religion. The children of such marriages have been con- 
sidered little Hollanders by birth and have been given all the 
privileges of education and protection which European children 
born in the Indies enjoy. They were accustomed to the climate 
from birth and therefore less prone to its ill-effects than other 
Europeans. 

In the earlier years these mixed bloods were missionaries for 
European ideas and strong upholders of colonial rule. They were 
everything an imperial government could wish for in the way of 
an intermediate group ready to facilitate the relations between the 
rulers and the ruled. Only with the rise of nationalism did this 
happy picture fade. The mixed bloods now became problem 
children. With better hygienic and housing facilities, more Euro- 
pean women had come to live in Indonesia, and they would not 
associate with half-bloods or recognise the native wives of some of 
their husbands’ colleagues. Perhaps the rise of racialist theories in 
Europe also had something to do with the change in the prevailing 
attitude. The leading families of Amsterdam felt a little embar- 
rassed when they had to invite to their parties relatives with Malay 
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features. It required an enthusiastic American tourist traffic before 
'the good people of the Netherlands woke up to the fact that the 
cultural heritage of Island India and the beauty of its people was 
something to be proud of. Until that happened, the fashion was to 
look down upon those of their countrymen who had permitted 
themselves to be "dragged down” to the level of the "natives” 
(pronounced with scorn). The law could not be changed, but life 
had become more difficult for Hollanders with Javanese grand- 
parents. Even now officials with native wives are debarred from 
promotion. The great rubber and coffee corporations show a prefer- 
ence for colonial employees with wives at home awaiting their 
return. 

Of late a new handicap to the children of mixed marriages has 
arisen from the disinclination of race-conscious nationalist groups 
to recognize Eurasians as equally interested with them m the 
building of an independent native state. These political groups are 
not large, and their discrir * ' *’ ' ■*"* 11 2 half-bloods, while 

understandable, has little j ' . for the Eurasians 

more than anybody else are concerned in getting rid of European 
rule with all the limitations it places on their own professional and 
political advancement. They are in the forefront, at least, of the 
negative side of a movement the positive, assertive racialism of 
which they cannot, of course, fully share. 

Often the mixed bloods occupy technical key positions in the 
social structure, a fact obscured by their lack or executive power. 
For instance, many of them in Burma before the war filled those 
railway and public service positions which, half-way between 
manual labour and profession, neither Englishmen nor Burmans 
could or would take up in sufficient numbers. They were extremely 
loyal to the Government— more British than the British themselves 
—but at the same time constantly complained about their inability 
to get promotion to jobs of real importance. For them "dominion 
status” would mean an opening of vocational opportunities now 
firmly barred by race prejudice. 

Sometimes the position of the half-Europeans is described as 
"tragic.” This is an exaggerated view of a situation that is already 
passing. Dutch, British, French and American attitudes toward 
racial intermarriage and toward the Eurasian differ in many 
respects; but throughout the region too many of the latter have 
broken through vocational and social taboos to permit a pessimistic 
outlook as regards the future. Certainly, no one can say that the 
mixed blood in Thailand or the Philippines is a tragic figure. 
Perhaps the description is meant to apply to those who, although 
partly of European blood, have never worn shoes or spoken a 
European language, yet think of themselves as members of the 
ruling race. The several half-caste members of the Volksraad — 
the popular legislative assembly of the Indies — sit with their 
Javanese colleagues, make no such pretensions, and are not 
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unhappy at all. In the Philippines, Bishop Brent used to say that 
the politicians were mostly of Spanish-Filipino blood, and that one 
could not really tell much about the political capacity of the 
racially pure Filipinos until more of them had had a chance of a 
good education. 

In some parts of the Philippines the daughters of American 
fathers and Filipina mothers have a high price in the marriage 
market because tliey are exceptionally pretty and resemble the 
aristocratic Spanish girls. In white circles they are regarded as 
Filipinas — and kept at a distance; but since they usually come 
from modest homes, they are quite content to marry into a good 
Filipino family. 

We must remember that throughout South-east Asia, and 
especially in the coastal areas, we confront historically cosmo- 
politan communities in which the melting-pot has been simmering 
for centuries. Chinese immigrants of the second generation more 
often married native than Chinese women, simply because there 
were not enough of tire latter around, also for the practical reason 
that a native woman can be a great help to her husband in his 
business. Even in a Mohammedan neighbourhood, a typical street 
crowd tends to be racially mixed. In Batavia people who had lived 
there all their lives could not tell me by looking at them the racial 
origin of the people walking around "the market. Englishmen in 
Malaya never seem to be able to get over their surprise at the 
complete harmony that reigns between Malays and Chinese and 
Indians and Javanese. 

Against the influences which accentuate the major ethnic divi- 
sions, consider the inevitable tendency of the different native groups 
gradually to grow together. Though they are biologically as 
different from each other as are the various peoples of . Europe, 
the ever-increasing contacts between them must result in inter- 
marriage and gradual assimilation. In Java itself little more than 
half the people are Javanese. On the other hand, the Javanese have 
spread out over several islands and there, with others of the more 
civilized Malay groups, have formed at least a thin upper crust. 
Because of their superior economic position, the men of this native 
upper class secure women of the other groups. This is, in fact, an 
“old native custom,” as the great anthropologist Walter William 
Skeat pointed out long ago : the more advanced Malay groups on 
the mainland, too, in their customary law recognize marriages 
with women of more primitive groups but place a strong taboo 
on marriages of their own women with men of the despised groups. 

As in the Occident, so in the Orient, too, cultural rather than 
racial distinctions determine the rate of intermarriage, lhus the 
Annamitcs, who are far more advanced than the other major 
groups in Indo-China, rarely intermarry with Cambodians, though 
they have settled in large numbers among them to benefit from 
Cambodia’s rich rice lands. The Cambodians, on their part, seem 
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to have considerable racial pride and are stricter in refusing their 
daughters to Occidentals than are Annamites of a comparable 
social status, Cambodians and Tonkinese have few points of con- 
tact; but from what I heard there is no acute dislike between them 
like that between Cambodians and Annamites. 

Abolition of the Hindu caste system has made for racial inter- 
mingling, some of it in quite recent times. So little of the Hindu 
physiognomy and gait appears among the people of Bali today 
because the few high-caste women of Indian descent could marry 
only into their own caste, while its male members were free to 
marry women of the lower castes. Thus the original blood of the 
conquering upper stratum of society has grown thin. And since 
the new nobility, when it did take native wives, most likely took 
them from the old proto-Malay aristocracy, this group, though 
small, had a better chance of survival. 

So also in the Philippines the intermixture of strains is far more 
complex than one could assume from an enumeration, say, of die 
languages spoken. Hindu and Armenian, Japanese and Arab 
elements have entered into these strains during four centuries and 
more of active trade relations. The Spanish ship crews were made 
up not only of Iberian but also of Moorish and diverse European 
stocks. This explains why the Tagalogs look different from the 
Ilocanos and other groups with a lesser content of Spanish but a 
correspondingly larger content of Chinese blood. According to 
Id. Otley Beyer, the well-known American ethnologist at the 
University of the Philippines, there are today in the Philippines 
no less than forty-three distinct ethnic groups, speaking eighty- 
seven languages and dialects. Yet basically they are all Malays. 
Now they are growing together into a single people through the 
large increase in mobility and through their political unity. The 
present war, I have been told, has gone far to remove what clannish- 
ness there still was among politicians and among students. The 
latter, when I was in Manila in 1936, still flocked together in the 
dormitories according to whether they were Pampanguenos, 
Visayans, or Ilocanos. 

Both the last war and the present one have produced an enormous 
increase in international marriages — some successful and some 
otherwise. Far more numerous and socially significant, however, 
are those war-time marriages that effect an internal mingling of 
ethnic strains in the various nations. I am not referring to the 
ravages of conquering alien troops or the gentle amorous exploits 
of national troops when encamped amidst an admiring rural 
population, but to the more continuing influence of mobilizing 
the civilian populations of whole districts and provinces. There 
has not, in modern time, been as much general movement of 
population in the Malay world as the present war has produced. 
It is difficult to estimate its racial and cultural consequences, or 
those of the incipient movement of population re-settlement which, 
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begun just before the war, will undoubtedly take on much larger 
proportions as the war continues. 

Throughout South-east Asia population movements took place 
in pre-war years that tended to interrupt the isolation of separate 
cultures and separate ethnic identities. There has always in this 
region been much more mixture of peoples than is shown by their 
degree of cultural assimilation, although this also is clearly recog- 
nizable. But their separation has been overcome by no influence 
as much as that of modern means of travel Technical backward- 
ness, political oppression, and the inertia always associated with 
extreme poverty long prevented them from meeting as pioneers in 
the exploitation of the virgin soils that were waiting for their use. 
With modern transportation and with the need of large-scale 
enterprises for concentrated labour forces, the old melting-pot of 
South-east Asia has started simmering again. Will it this time 
produce a more homogeneous society? Or will international 
jealousies and imperialistic rivalries again place their barriers 
between the peoples of the East Asiatic tropics? 


CHAPTER IX 

NEW WANTS 

In his Monterev speech on April 20, 1943, President Roosevelt 
said : “We know that the day of the exploitation of the resources 
and the people of one country for the benefit of any group in 
another country is definitely over.” That is not, as some newspaper 
writers have intimated, a declaration aimed at the European 
empires, now our comrades in the war for freedom. For each of 
them — if one may accept the leaders of Fighting France as spokes- 
men for the French — has already declared touch the same thing. 
(Chiang Kai-shek gave forcible expression to it on behalf of China 
in his war anniversary speech of July 7, 1943.) Each of them can 
look back upon steps already taken to reduce that exploitation. 
Nevertheless, much remains to be done; for with the business men 
and the officials who administer Western economic enterprise in 
the colonies there go the silent shadows of the anonymous share- 
holder, the rentier, the speculator, the industrialist and working 
man and consumer who profit from the cheapness of tropical raw 
materials-— all the millions of beneficiaries of sweated coloured 
labour. The impact of their often wholly unconscious greed has not 
yet been entirely removed and cannot be entirely removed as long 
as the livelihood of the colonial peoples depends so largely on 
foreign private capital 

The one short sentence in a presidential speech brings us up 
sharply before the core of the colonial problem and the central 
problem, too, of the external relations of countries which, though 
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politically independent or on the way to independence, are econo- 
mically bound by the same system. Conditions of labour have much 
improved — especially in Western-owned enterprises — but the ills of 
unfreedom and exploitation live on. Not only this, but the effects 
of former oppression continue to dominate the economic landscape. 
Physically, some of the lack of vitality and susceptibility to disease 
which we find in tropical countries is undoubtedly a result of bad 
living conditions suffered for generations. Mentally, some of the 
opposition to change, some of the lack of enterprise that has been 
noted by so many observers, comes from the hopelessness of 
enslaved peoples; such attitudes permeate the social outlook and 
are handed on from generation to generation. Illiterate population 
groups have long memories. A new labour policy or a new trend 
in colonial administration, which would go far to wipe out old 
wrongs in a people kept intellectually active by many interests 
outside those of home and job, takes much longer to elicit a 
changed response in the backward hinterlands of civilization. 

It also takes time, as we well know in the United States, to wipe 
out the prejudices nurtured in the dominant social group by con- 
tacts with a socially inferior group. The rationalizations by which 
injustice has been supported for so long continue to falsify attitudes 
aiid beliefs even when a sincere effort is under way to modify the 
relations between the two groups. 

Freedom From Want 

For the average American who has had no direct contact with the 
Orient there is an essential likeness in all Asiatics. He thinks of all 
those in Eastern Asia, at any rate, as belonging to the “yellow 
race,” a race quite differently constituted from his own. For 
example, Asiatics “can live on a handful of rice.” The Asiatics, on 
their part, see themselves confronted by a race which arrogates to 
itself the right to exploit the labour of others. Some of them have 
been so cowed that they accept the white man’s estimate of his own 
superior worth. Others, with a lurking pride in their own by no 
means contemptible historic past, have come to doubt whether 
white civilization can survive at all unless supported by coloured 
labour. If these attitudes should prevail there would be no meeting 
ground between East and West. Efforts at co-operation for common 
ends would continually go to wreck on misunderstandings and 
mutual suspicions. We must face the truth, and the truth is not 
palatable. 

White men have hypnotized themselves into believing that, in 
terms of their own standards of living, the Orientals — and especially 
the inhabitants of the East Asiatic tropics — are as well off as Occi- 
dental workers who receive several times then pay. Let us look at 
the argument. From the standpoint of international trade it is 
obviously nonsense. No matter where it is spent, twenty-five cents 
in our American currency is just “two hits” and no more. You can 
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change it for a half a peso in Manilo or for a fraction of a Singapore 
dollar, or for its equivalent in any of the other currencies of South- 
east Asia, and it still grows no larger in what it will buy. For many 
articles prices may be different from those paid in America, but not 
because your half-dollar is more in Manila and in Singapore than 
it is in New York and San Francisco. Apart from the charge for 
brokerage, it will remain the same, no matter how many times you 
change it back and forth. 

We are not going to let ourselves be deceived, then, by the con- 
spiracy among colonial writers who play up that peso or that 
Singapore dollar or that florin in Java as though, “judged by local 
conditions,” it were pretty adequate pay for a job which in Europe 
or America would cost several times as much. For the “local con- 
ditions” are precisely those which the Western wage-earner refuses 
to accept and refuses to compete against if he can possibly help it. 
But the writer whose business it is to display colonial economics 
in a favourable light grows almost lyrical over the generosity of 
an employer who pays half a peso a day to large numbers of 
labourers. He plays up that half-peso, or whatever it is, as though 
it were a sort of ideal standard wage -which, once attained, should 
satisfy any native worker. 

Apart from the fact that the great majority of field workers do 
not get even as much as that quarter of a dollar a day, it does not 
represent a “living wage,” as any arbitration court in a civilized 
country would interpret that term. It does not permit the wage- 
earner to live with his family in health and reasonable comfort. 
It buys only the most monotonous kind of diet, and this lacking in 
nutritive value. With such a wage he cannot provide for his family 
even the minimum of decent clothing or more than a single room 
to live in. It does not enable him to make any provision for his 
old age, to take out insurance, to pay anything for his own educa- 
tion or that of members of his family. 

If anyone were to dispute these points, it would still be true that 
a labourer earning no more than the “standard” wage in any 
country of South-east Asia would go through life entirely cut off 
from the modern civilization which science and invention have 
made possible and which he, if he is employed in a modern enter- 
prise, helps to support. When a Philippine or a Malayan or a 
Netherlands Indian employer can prove that his workers receive 
the equivalent of an American quarter-dollar a day, he still is far 
from proving that they receive a “fair” wage. Even an individualist 
who believes that inequalities in reward are inevitable as long as 
there are inequalities in the value of men's efforts, will admit that 
there must be something wrong with a system under which only 
the stockholders and the white employees of large economic enter- 
prises can enjoy some of those things which Occidentals usually 
consider essential for a worthwhile existence— say, three meals a 
day, a change of decent clothes, a clean bed and a reasonable 
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amount of other furniture, reading matter and writing utensils — 
and the knowledge to use them— medicines, a dwelling proof 
against rain and insects, opportunity for at least short travel and 
for communication with friends, a little equipment for recreation 
and for a hobby, ability to make modest contributions to charity 
and other public purposes. I will stop there. One can’t enumerate 
all such niceties as table linen, ice water, an occasional bit of finery 
for wife or daughter, or such varying necessities as baby carriages, 
surgical appliances, and sewers. The point I am trying to make is 
that it is sheer hypocrisy to say that a workman in a warm climate 
does not need even the equivalents for those things which a work- 
man in our own climate needs for physical and mental efficiency. 

But then we are told that, even though the native cannot with his 
wage buy the same degree of physical and mental efficiency as the 
Occidental, he is happier in his native civilization. An enthusiast 
of the simple life— for others — may even add that the native is 
happy in proportion to his lack of contact with Western life and 
his ignorance of its paraphernalia. There might be something in 
this — though I doubt it, as everybody must who knows of the perils 
and fears of primitive life — yet those who i 
not in die least intend that the carriers of ■ 
should move out and leave the natives a free field. Nor do they 
wish to spare the native contact with modern forms of production 
and modern tools. 

Of course, living conditions must vary with climate and local 
environment. But the white man does not cut out of his life all 
the refinements to which he has become accustomed as soon as he 
settles in die tropics. On die contrary, with the aid of cheap colonial 
labour he adds to the refinements and the complexity of his stan- 
dard of living. And just because he depends so much on the low 
cost of nadve labour for the maintenance of his own standards, 
he often decrees that members of the nadve races shall not enjoy 
the instrumentalities of modem living. 

For the Asiatic the impact of the West has nevertheless meant a 
considerable change in the standards of living, though sometimes 
widi no commensurable change in planes of living: schools and 
health officers, and not least die example of the Occidental’s own 
way of life, have given large numbers of native people new tastes 
which they are unable to gratify. In a more or less homogeneous 
society, such as that of most European countries, the introduction 
of new wants makes for progress: seeing others enjoy some new 
comfort or convenience, the average person will be stimulated to 
earn more so that he too may enjoy it. In our country the plane of 
living in the countryside has risen as, with better, cheaper, and 
quicker facilities of travel, the agriculturists came more often in 
contact with the life of cities and it became feasible for them to 
participate more fully in the advantages previously enjoyed only 
by city dwellers. But this gain was possible only because the rural 
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folk had the opportunity of earning more by applying greater 
ingenuity, efficiency, and organization to their productive efforts. 
An expanding industry provided them with expanding markets. 

When these or similar conditions are not present, the example 
of higher living standards set by outsiders has the effect, not of 
creating the incentive for higher production and hence a higher 
purchasing power, but rather a false and socially injurious imita- 
tion. A Filipino writer complained to me a few years ago about the 
influence of American efforts to improve Philippine homes, clothes, 
diet, and recreations without providing any solid economic founda- 
tion with which to sustain additional expenditures. He was referring 
more especially, of course, to city people and to the educated classes. 
Americans sometimes smile about the superficiality of the Filipino 
worker’s adoption of Western tastes, his love for showy clothes and 
jewelry: the framed enlarged photographs, the fountain pens, the 
ornamental brasses, the silken hangings. But is not all this very 
natural? The Filipino factory worker, clerk, or servant, still paid 
as though lie lived in a small nipa hut, on the produce of a tropical 
garden and on intermittent wage labour, cannot appreciate the 
real character of the “higher” culture to which he aspires. 

The wealthy and educated Filipino is not so naive, and indeed 
often is completely assimilated if not to American then to Spanish 
tastes and ideas, including sports and literary enjoyments. Even 
he, with greater insight into modern Western living standards, 
often is tempted to indulge in additions to his own which he cannot 
really afford; and that temptation arises out of that totality of 
social relations between white man and brown which produces in 
the latter a sense of inferiority unless he can, at least in externals, 
raise his status to that of the former. 

The Luxury of Good Health 

Even the genuine demand for education and for modern sanita- 
tion may be injurious when these are luxuries which economic dis- 
crimination in business or public service do not permit the sensitized 
Filipino to enjoy. President Quezon in a speech before the National 
Assembly in 1938 pointed out that, with all the “progress” recorded 
in the reports of government departments, a majority of Filipinos 
still were not in a position economically to send all their children 
to school or to let those who went finish primary instruction. 

Much the same may be said about the changing living standards 
of Javanese, Annamites, Thai, and others. The incongruities in their 
incipient assimilation to world civilization spring to the eye. But 
always there is a deeper and more widespread demand for things 
of real worth, and especially for those ingredients of modern — no 
longer exclusively Occidental — culture which individuals cannot 
buy for themselves but which only organized social activity can 
provide. Because he lives in a tropical country, with its many 
hazards to health and life, the Malay is more in need of costly 



public improvements than the dweller in a temperate climate. We 
can be happy in a rude cottage in the Rocky Mountains, because 
in our climate it is easy for the individual to provide himself with 
the essentials of a healthy outdoor life. We need more food and 
more clothing than the Filipino, perhaps a greater variety of imple- 
ments to meet the demands of our changing seasons. But it is not 
true therefore that the dweller in the tropics can live that more 
cheaply. His needs are different but just as great. Trails are more 
tpiickly overgrown, so that roads are essential to communication 
even in sparsely settled districts. Water putrefies more quickly, 
insects arc more numerous and more poisonous; therefore disin- 
fectants and antidotes and drugs of many kinds are an elementary 
need. In his climate he needs more soap, a more appetizing diet, 
more protection against storms and floods. The heat and the damp 
quickly spoil food, clothing, furniture, and the dwelling itself. 
Wood rots, metal rusts; a green moss covers everything untouched 
for a few days. So he needs preservatives of several sorts and great 
care in the selection of materials for his articles of daily use. 

New Ideas of the Good Life 

Personal cleanliness is so much a matter of health and comfort 
in a tropical country that one expects the standards in this respect 
to be exceptionally high. This, however, is by no means true for 
all tropical peoples. That it is true for the Malays has a number of 
special reasons : the abundance of fresh water in the areas of their 
densest settlement, the influence of Islam, and — only in the last 
place— that of the Occidental rulers. For even among the mountain 
people of Borneo, whom Western civilization has hardly reached 
at all, Lumholtz tells us, the women take baths three times a day 
and the men at least once, in the, evening. The habit of building a 
house on stilts, observable in many parts of the region, seems to 
have always had cleanliness as well as protection for its motive. 
Houses are, whenever possible, built near a stream. The bathing 
and laundering habits of the Javanese have been observed by every 
traveller and often described in books. But those of the Thai and 
the Burmaiis are not inferior. Nor will you see a Filipino, unless 
he just happens to come from work, in any but a clean shirt. No 
matter how poor, the Malay peasant will not take any soiled object 
with him into his living room. (Shoes, of course, are not worn.) 

The part which cleanliness plays in the standard of living of the 
Asiatic tropics illustrates the truism that quantitative measurements 
cannot determine the relative superiority of one standard of living 
over another. Environment and tradition so transmute the basically 
like values of the various branches of the human family that com- 
parisons up and down a single scale make little sense. In some 
respects — not only in that of personal cleanliness but also in that 
of hospitality and generosity— the average standard of living among 
the Malays is probably higher than it is among most Occidental 
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peoples. But one dare hardly mention this, because someone will 
immediately jump to the conclusion that differences in planes of 
living are not measurable at all; and so we are back again at the 
nefarious sophistry about the great enjoyment of life by the millions 
of colonials who have insufficient food, no clothes, houses that do 
not really shelter, and hardly any of the amenities which we con' 
sider indispensable. 

When we see every evidence of primary poverty among the 
masses of a population, surely we cannot escape an honest evalua> 
tion and an honest search for causes. Not only is there something 
obviously wrong with the way in which the dependent and semi' 
dependent peoples of South-east Asia live, as shown by the high 
incidence of disease and mortality; but there are also obvious 
tilings that can he done about it. 

To remedy the grave deficiencies in their planes of living still 
remains primarily an Occidenta 1 ' T rot so much 

because their continuation into ■ 4 plenty is in 

large part a result of foreign exploitation but because the Occident 
has the remedies that fit the ills. Except for a small elite, the colonial 
peoples do not and cannot yet fully grasp what centuries of Euro- 
pean expansion have done for them, and done to them. They cannot 
know enough to demand that kind of assimilation to the higher 
living standards of the West which, objectively considered, is best 
for them. The simple peasant and labourer is most attracted by 
those material traits of our culture which glitter or perform 
mechanical marvels. He reaches for our matches, lamps, tools, 
bicycles, if he can get them. Articles of Western clothing may lend 
distinction, but even more so does the possession of clocks and 
victrolas, anything made of shining metal, of coloured glass, or of 
some such previously unknown or rarely seen substance as celluloid 
or rubber. 

Christian missions and governments may have been instrumental 
in making the sewing-machine ubiquitous. The Malay’s own sense 
of values accounts for the bicycle. A newspaper man (Walter B. 
Harris in East for Pleasure ■, 1929) tells of the experience of a Dutch 
Protestant Mission official who visited the churches in his outlying 
district in the Moluccas : 

“I-Ie addressed the local native schoolboys on the subject of 
salvation which, he explained, was the highest object a Christian 
could attain in this life. At the end of his address he asked the 
boys— ‘Tell me, wffiat is the highest attainment a good Christian 
can hope for in this life?’ With one voice they replied, ‘A bicycle, 
Sir/” 

This reminds me of the story which the China Relief Association 
has been sending around about a ten-year-old boy in Manila 
who used the money which he had saved for a bicycle to buy bread 
(literally, from a local baker) to aid the starving in China. The 
bread was sold to school children in Manila, and the proceeds were 
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sent to China. An American woman who heard of the affair gave 
the boy a bicycle to reward him for an unselfishness which, perhaps, 
only those can appreciate who know the glory which possession of 
a bicycle confers on any boy in the Philippines. Some months later 
the boy wrote a letter of thanks to the donor, saying he was now 
earning money for relief in China by renting out his bicycle to 
other boys. 

This story happens to be a good symbol of assimilation between 
the cultural standards of East and West. Its prerequisite is an 
economic level somewhat above that of the great majority of the 
people. Its dynamic is a high common purpose. Its means is an 
instrument of increased mobility. 

The reader may think that too much has been made in the 
preceding pages of the West’s influence on the material living 
standards of the East as represented by the South-east Asiatic 
countries under the economic domination of the West. After all, 
our civilization is not to he measured only by our comforts and 
conveniences. What about individual freedom and the sense of 
personal responsibility? Those Occidentals who have lived in the 
Asiatic tropics may even go so far as to say that a higher wage 
level will not bridge the essential difference in attitude between 
East and West: that difference, they may contend, lies precisely 
in the fact that the workers of Java, of the Philippines, of Tonkin, 
or of Thailand will not exert themselves when they do have the 
chance of raising their purchasing power by a more continuous 
effort. Give the brown labourer a higher wage and he will only 
work that much less. Make it possible for him to earn in three days 
what formerly it took him six to earn, and he will be off on the 
fourth day to watch a ball game, to fly a kite, to gad about, or 
simply to sit in a shady spot and smoke. 

We must admit the truth, not because so many people testify 
to it but because it is psychologically sound. A higher wage offer 
does not in itself provide the incentive by which a people long 
exploited and outwitted may be raised to higher levels — even of 
material enjoyments. But, first of all, what is the first consideration 
to which in the given circumstances they must be expected to 
devote an addition to the regular income? If you had to work 
strenuously in a tropical climate without being physically very fit, 
what would you buy with the surplus of your earnings after the most 
urgent living costs have been met? Additional leisure, of course. 
These labourers do not, for the most part, have such a suitable 
diet as you would provide yourself with, they do not know how to 
keep free from parasites, never have had time enough to recuperate 
from their physical ills. 

A higher wage, it is true, is not enough in such a situation to 
raise the plane of living. But there are examples enough among 
the modern enterprises carried on with foreign capital in South- 
east Asia to show diat the payment of a higher wage is indispen- 
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sable for a transition from leisurely and inefficient ways of doing 
things to reasonably well-regulated modern ways. Under die new 
impetus of the Atlantic Charter higher earnings for the workers 
will come from a fairer distribution between prices, profits, and 
wages; but this will not be enough. The general level ot remunera- 
tion for coloured labour — yellow as well as brown — is so low that 
only a real increase in productivity can raise it to the point where 
it will change the outlook of the workers. And with the rise of 
wages odier influences must go. The worker’s physical and mental 
fitness involves charges on industry as inescapable as does the 
supply of effective tools. I have seen some of the machinery that 
has gone into sugar centrals and other agricultural industries in the 
Philippines: it was either die best that money could buy or at 
least (I am no judge in such matters) reasonably up to date. But 
few of these industries as yet supply their workers with weather- 
and insect-proof houses, with adequate bathing and laundering 
facilities, with cool and distilled drinking water. Few as yet have 
made medical care and prophylaxis both freely accessible to the 
workers and members of their families and also attractive and 
educational, evoking a sense of partnership in the common concern 
of management and labour in better health. 

English estate managers, more so than French or Dutch, believe 
in athletics and take an active leadership in them, often making 
up teams that play each other and so creating a good deal of 
playful esprit de corps. As long as they do not use such activities 
to take their workers’ minds away from real grievances that ought 
to be corrected, the organization of such recreational facilities by 
the managerial staff is justified by its results. From what I have 
seen and what others have told me in Malaya, Netherlands India, 
and the Philippines, there is by no means too much of this kind 
of paternalism; or it is not sufficiently carried from relatively super- 
ficial relations between management and labour to the larger 
concerns they share — or should share. 

Large estates far from cities often rely on very inadequate pro- 
vision for the health and welfare of their workers and then express 
surprise, sometimes, that these do not “stick.” Sometimes they try 
to hold their workers with the aid of such incentives as bonuses 
or presents on holidays but are dismayed to find that the peasant- 
workers do not respond as wage-earners in Europe or America 
would. Nothing in his experience lias given the native worker the 
feeling that it behoves him to work regularly if he can. On the 
other hand, he cannot but be aware of the incongruity between 
a show of paternal benevolence on the part of management or of 
the authorities and the seeming lack or consideration for him in 
matters of fundamental importance to him. Interference with his 
freedom often arises from the management’s sincere concern for 
the welfare of the estate community; but he cannot understand 
that. As a result, there is much dissatisfaction which on rare 
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occasions even expresses itself in destruction of property and rioting. 
Native workers with almost no previous experience other than 
voluntary discipline do not like to be pushed around by the plant 
police. They are sometimes sullen because they know of their 
employer’s influence vritb. the local courts and do not expect to 
get justice there. 

I am under the impression that in these respects there is more 
tension in British Malaya than in Netherlands India. The Dutch 
seem to have been more successful in applying paternalistic methods 
of management Without needlessly offending the self-respect of the 
native workers. Americans in the Philippines at first were inclined 
to adopt the rather impatient and unsympathetic ideas then current 
among British plantation managers. But they soon learned that 
Filipino workers could not be coerced, and that even an occasional 
football game did not make up for the hatred which any show of 
brutality engendered among the men. The more successful 
American concerns today employ managers or managerial assistants 
who speak the language of the workers and try to explain measures 
devised to improve health and efficiency, instead of harshly enforc- 
ing regulations that are meaningless to them. In Indo-China, 
problems of labour relations have not been studied with the same 
practical thoroughness. Large-scale foreign enterprises there are 
not as important as they are in Malaya and the two island 
archipelagos. 


Labour Under Duress 

Let us now proceed to the more serious forms of unfreedom 
which are not matters of individual judgment but of public policy 
and even international legislation. 

Corvee, or performance of labour for the state in lieu of tax 
payments, is still quite common everywhere in Asia. Glowing 
tributes have been paid to the Chinese and Burmese natives who 
did such valuable services in repairing the Burma Road during the 
Japanese attacks so as to insure a continued movement of supplies. 
But it is to he feared that much of the labour performed by these 
hundreds of thousands of men and women was neither a patriotic 
gift nor even a service contracted for and paid for in cash, but 
rather forced labour — and this arbitrarily imposed above that 
normally exacted for local and regional purposes. I am not sure, 
as a matter of fact, whether in any of the dependencies of South- 
east Asia compulsory labour services in any one year are always 
strictly kept within legally required limits. Rather one gets the 
impression from various reports that it is always possible for local 
officials to impose extra services when these are needed. It may be 
that these are charged, like advance payments of taxes, against 
future obligations; but there seems to be no money compensation. 

In Netherlands India, groups of men and women engaged in 
road-mending may more frequently be seen than elsewhere, this 
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because there are more roads and these kept in better repair. To 
judge from the dense traffic on such roads, especially in Java, it 
must be supposed that the villagers benefit considerably from their 
exertion even though individual labour may not be paid for. In 
Indo-China, according to a report made by the Labour Inspection 
Service in 1939, “forced labour is in principle prohibited and has 
only been retained as a transitional measure in some outlying areas 
without means of communication, where no wage-paid labour what- 
ever is available.” In Thailand, likewise, it is a common excuse for 
compulsory labour services that free labour is not obtainable. This 
explanation is more likely to be true in the undeveloped hinterland 
than in the populated districts of estate and intensive farming 
where in normal times most of the road-maldng and other public 
works take place. 

The hiring out of convicts, a system abandoned in most civilized 
countries, still seems to he in force in some parts of the region. A 
former British magistrate in North Borneo mentions this practice 
quite naively in his memoirs. He even commends it as giving an 
educational experience to felons who have committed crimes of 
some severity, while he does not consider it desirable treatment for 
petty thieves, who arc less likely, indeed, to make good servants. 
But the system goes back before the time of foreign rule. Thailand 
used to have an especially odorous reputation for its treatment of 
crime: a whole village sometimes was rounded up to pay with 
forced labour for the alleged offence of a villager who could not 
be found. Only since the constitutional reforms has that country 
introduced an administration of criminal justice which substitutes 
reform schools and agricultural colonies for the former penal 
methods. Perhaps just because its modernization of the penal 
system is so recent, Thailand is rather ahead of the class in that 
respect — at least on paper. A rather dubious kind of penology must 
have been common in all the dependencies under “indirect rule/’ 
since the Orient is far more cruel in such matters than the Occident. 
Yet I have come across no accounts of recent instances that would 
indicate a widespread use of imprisonment as a means of securing 
labour services. 

Serfdom continues among the descendants of rebels and criminals 
who, as in Cambodia, have served their noble masters for so long 
that they have acquired a more or less recognized status as crafts- 
men — similar to that of Greek slaves in Rome — and may even be 
settled in separate villages under a discipline not so strenuous as 
to make their lives intolerable. In one such case, enfranchisement 
under French law has been realized in name only. Actually the 
■ former serfs, the Khas, find it difficult to live as freemen and so 
continue in bond to their former masters — under the thin legal 
disguise that they are paying off debts. 

The German Nazi government has raised to a new high level of 
public policy that mixture of public justice, of private interest, and 
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of personal vengeance which masquerades as punishment for crime, 
as rounding up of hostages, and as compulsory labour service under 
military necessity. We no longer can speak of such practices as 
distinctively Oriental — ■ if, indeed, they ever were. The colonial 
governments of South-east Asia that adopted indirect rule have 
had considerable trouble with them in the past. Acknowledging 
the rule of native law and custom in the local authorities’ criminal 
jurisprudence and in their treatment of native crimes and mis- 
demeanours, they could nevertheless not altogether wash their 
hands of some responsibility for practices so cruel as to be repulsive 
to Western thinking. Today, native and Western concepts of justice 
seem to have become much more similar — except on one point, 
and that is the unacknowledged survival of caste attitudes in native 
thought. For example, the Poso tribes of Central Celebes— -who 
came under effective Netherlands jurisdiction only in 1905 and who 
still are allowed considerable freedom in the interpretation of their 
own adat or customary law r — could not, a few years ago, be per- 
suaded to mete out equal treatment to members of different classes. 
For them the status of slave and of freeman, at least, still was a 
reality, even though they were no longer allowed to sell slaves. 

In the Philippines the feudal peonage which existed at the time 
of the Spanish conquest has never been quite eradicated. It survives 
not only in the disguise of enslavement for debt, but there are 
also still extant, though legally unrecognized, hereditary relations 
of serfdom. These continue either because the conditions are not 
too onerous or because the members of the subjugated groups are 
too weak and ignorant to effect their emancipation, and other 
population groups are too indifferent to do anything about the 
matter. Among the Moros, slave raids into the forested hinterland 
of Mindanao still occurred within living memory. The possession 
of female slaves was still common a decade ago and presumably 
has not quite died out. The women were, however, in recent times 
taken less often in raids than in payment of debt, and they do not 
by any means always serve purposes of concubinage or prostitution. 
.Some of these women may be seen hard at work around the homes 
of prosperous Moros, doing the heavy work, living in hovels, and 
enjoying none of the usual amenities of household servants. 

In Laos whole M01 tribes are practically enslaved to their Laotian 
neighbours. Similar continuing relations between the descendants 
of ruling and subjugated groups exist among others of the moun- 
tain peoples in Farther India. Some have bought their freedom by 
retiring to bare rocks thousands of feet above sea level. 

Furthermore, there survive in many parts of the region conditions 
of peonage, pure and simple. The worker with his family is part 
of the livestock of a given piece of land. Although the owner cannot 
sell him, and other mutual obligations are settled by custom, the 
worker can neither rid himself of his overlord nor move off to lease 
another farm. This system exists in many outlying parts of Eastern 
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Asia, even where it is not recognised in law. It is disguised by the 
fact that customary law does not make the clear distinctions 
between rent, tax, and obligatory labour services to which we are 
accustomed in the modern world. It resembles in that respect the 
feudal flavour which pervaded rural social relations in England 
right up to the first World War : a tenant farmer who displeased 
his landlord or failed to render any one of numerous services 
demanded of him, and of members of his family, could be sent off 
without compensation for the improvements he had made and, 
though nominally a free man, could not obtain another farm or 
even a small house. It was: obey or starve. Such a man is bound 
to the soil. But the relationship between the man who owns and 
the man who works the land in many parts of South-east Asia is 
even more medieval than that. If the sharecropper absconds and 
is caught he can be punished and sent back to his employer and 
virtual owner. If he belongs to a tribe subjected by heredity to 
another, a Western judge would have even greater difficulty in 
disentangling his individual rights and responsibilities from those 
socially recognized as his according to general custom. In short, 
many types of partial unfreedom occur even under regimes that 
would not tolerate slavery. Nobody could say how many peons 
there are in the various countries of South-east Asia. There can be 
no doubt, however, that their number is diminishing in proportion 
to the penetration of modern law and modern economy. It is dis- 
appearing, as serfdom disappeared from the English manor, because 
the owner can do better for himself with free labour. 

Mention has already been made of what is usually called slavery 
for debt. As distinct from peonage, it is common in all parts of the 
region. But like peonage it is a survival under alien rule and 
not a consequence of Western conquest. In this chapter, devoted 
to the impact of the West, it may serve to illustrate the incomplete- 
ness of colonial rule. Pre-occupied with its own purposes and prob- 
lems this has nowhere penetrated into the shady hinterland of 
native custom with its own heavy heritage of ancient wrongs. 


CHAPTER X 

CONFLICT OF OLD AND YOUNG 

The first effect of the modern world’s impact upon the tradition- 
steeped societies of the Asiatic tropics is discontent. If this were 
tire only outcome of his new contacts the peasant might be better 
off under a system of rigid isolation. There are some people who 
think so. But discontent is only the reverse side of ambition and 
of hope. The Asiatic peasant’s hopes and ambitions are usually 
modest enough to be realizable in a generation or two. Why put 
a stop to them? Just because some over-sophisticated Occidentals 
like to watch the “native peoples” of the tropics in the unspoiled 
purity of their traditional culture? It is altogether too late to think 
of reconstructing a wall between races and cultures. The "unsur- 
mountable barrier” between East and West is melting away. The 
“unchanging East” is changing so fast that Occidentals returning 
to it after an absence of thirty or forty years hardly recognize it. 
The young Malay of today emphatically does not feel or think or 
act or talk as his grandfather did. (One is tempted to add; “nor 
did his grandfather”! For that gentleman has been atrociously 
misrepresented in our literature.) He is as remote from the jungle 
head-hunter as die young American Indian soldier who sells war 
stamps from the steps of the Public Library is from the Red Man 
of Fenimore Coopers tales. He is not likely to “run amuck,” and 
you need not be afraid of his kris, if he does carry one. 

Among the organized workers, tenant farmers on large estates, 
public employees, you will find few who chew betel — though in the 
villages there are still many people with teeth blackened by this 
Unaesthetic habit. You may travel through large parts of South- 
east Asia without once being accosted by a beggar. You may have 
dealings with a hundred officials not one of whom is hinting for a 
bribe. You may stay in scores of hostelries without coming across 
a servant who cringes. You may even meet Bin-mans who do not 
laugh and Javanese storekeepers who are not solemn. In short, the 
reader is advised to disregard at least one-half of all the generaliza- 
tions about the peoples of this region which he may have read — 
including perhaps some of those to be found in this book. As every- 
where in the world, climate and habitat, occupations, the state of 
civilization attained, inherited beliefs, traditions, customs— all have 
left their mark — but no more. They do not cut off one ethnic group 
from another to such an extent that they cannot assimilate. 

Our writers have overstressed the unusual in describing the 
costume, ornamentation, marriage customs, and etiquette of this 
tribe or that, in order to make it more interesting. And these 
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distinctions are significant. But the poor, half-starving peasant or 
labourer does not have time to live up to his reputation for “the 
unending patience of the East/’ nor has every indigenous noble 
the means to “bedeck himself with Oriental splendour.” The latter 
as likely as not is puzzled how to fit the never-ending new demands 
of the modern economy into his accustomed and tradition-hallowed 
way of life. The former is a simple soul who responds as best he 
can to the more elementary demands of society upon him and 
tries to make a living. The one fundamental fact to remember is 
that vast numbers of people in our region are chronically underfed, 
suffer from permanent ailments, and are without the slightest 
security for the morrow. They are the tenants of nature's most 
prolific garden; but its fruits are not for them. 

Among a certain class of writers it has become fashionable to 
emphasize the “inner conflicts” of the natives who are more 
advanced in civilization rather than the “unspoiled happiness’'^ of 
the more primitive .■*. jv.-.-ion, crime are the recurring 

themes. We are si*. ased in r-cr: ;i : .-:s - about the “hot blood” of 
the tropics and given to understand that the indigenous man lives 
alogether for women, game-cocks, opium, and a cruel persecution 
of his enemies. 

Actually, the Burman or Thai or Indonesian or Ilocano whom 
you are likely to meet— -one of the great majority — does not conform 
to a type in all respects any more than you do. He may be con- 
servative in some things, experimental in others, cautious on one 
occasion, daring on another. “A real Malay, didn't I tell you?” 
my English host exclaims as the smiling houseboy sweeps the 
dust from the porch and then, with a broom of somewhat different 
shape, sweeps it back again from the yard onto the porch. A real 
Malay, yes, because that boy did, as nest he could, what he had 
been told to do; and he had never quite grasped the purpose of 
so much sweeping and cleaning. But his opposite will be a “real 
Malay,” too. I remember a conversation between a Filipino foreman- 
contractor and his American boss in which the former refused to 
try out a suggested new plan for work assignment to his crew, 
simply on the ' ground that it had never been done that way. This 
same person carried a fountain pen and stylo, a cheap American 
watch, read a newspaper in English, drove an American car, and 
sent his children both to the village school and to a Protestant 
Sunday School. The Javanese with whom, through an interpreter, 
you talk about the management of the labour co-operative society 
will be able to explain an elaborate credit arrangement and yet 
be wholly and unquestionably orthodox in the observation of his 
religious duties as a Mohammedan, including both his daily prayers 
and an elaborate schedule of fasts and holidays. 

In a time of change there is, of course, a much greater distance 
between the attitudes of young and age than is usually the case. 
The “inner conflict” of the individual may be nothing more than 
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the tension between a pull to the ideas current in the older set and 
a pull to those current in the younger one. The conflict is mainly 
external : between those who prefer to dwell in the past and those, 
the great majority, who have made a partial adjustment to the 
demands of the present. 

Old Folks Shake Their Heads 

Anyone who has lived in the Orient, whether in China or in 
Japan or in any part of South-east Asia, has at one time or 
another met a member of that older indigenous generation which 
is puzzled and chagrined by the changes going on around it. I have 
met many such. One I remember well: an elderly Filipino book- 
seller in the old walled city of Manila. He spoke English with 
difficulty, and I did not understand all of his fluent Spanish, but 
I got the gist of his remarks. I expressed some disappointment at 
finding his stock of books so largely theological and jurisprudential, 
because I 'had hoped to discover some literature, not too difficult 
to read, about the Chinese community in Spanish times. He did 
not share this interest. For him, Manila had ceased to be a civilized 
place since trade and industry, and with them much of the social 
leadership, had fallen so largely into the hands of people grown 
rich through trade and industry — people without good family con- 
nections and without land. “They are only interested in money / 5 
he said, “and they do not care how they get it. They have no 
respect for the Church even when they call themselves Christians. 
In the old days people would take off their hat when they met an 
illustrado . Today a judge of the Supreme Court can walk the length 
of the Escolta without even being recognized.” 

“But are you not all living better?” I asked. “I have heard much 
about the slums of Manila, but I find these old streets clean and 
in good repair. There are none of the skin diseases among the 
children which one sees in all Chinese cities, nor old people in 
rags . 55 He admitted that few people went hungry, and that the 
sick were well provided for. What filled him with anger, apparently, 
was the materialism of the age. And back of it there were other 
tendencies in the city of which he disapproved but which I could 
not fully grasp. He did mention the unending sale of lottery tickets 
on the streets, high food prices, strikes among cigar workers, and 
—evidently no less a weight on his mind — the lack of respect 
toward him, an elderly intellectual, on the part of the law students 
who freejuented his shop. And he blamed it all on the Chinese 
(and probably the Americans whom he was too polite to mention 
specifically). 

In the same way, European residents in Java who spoke the 
language and dialect of their locality told me of the pessimism 
that prevailed among those Mohammedan storekeepers and 
artisans who had made the pilgrimage to Mecca and were called 
Hadjis. These men used to be treated with great reverence. Now 


the younger people will not even listen to them and their sayings 
from the Koran. Time was when everybody sat in silence while a 
Hadji told a story from the life of the Prophet or from the classics 
— a story with a moral. Time was when the patriarchs who had 
seen -the holy city were called upon by others less fortunate to 
express themselves on the fairness of a business deal or the punish- 
ment suitable for the misdemeanour of a wayward child. Now 
nobody consults these old boys; and diey, too, blame their loss of 
prestige on the foreigners and on the new ideas set alioat in the 
minds of youdi. Their criticism of the Chinese merchants of the 
city — I happened to be especially interested in that subject at the 
lime — was different from that of high government officials. Moslem 
shopkeepers, whether Arabs or Javanesef are not hostile to the 
Chinese national government — of which they know very little. 
(The Netherlands Indian officials at that time complained bitterly 
in private about the political pressure exerted by that government 
on the Chinese communities in the Indies through its consular 
representatives and, sometimes, special emissaries.) But they do not 
like to see their Chinese neighbours so prosperous because they are 
infidels. This is not just a matter of difference in religious faith, 
as when Catholics and Protestants light it out in Holland or in 
America; but the two groups have conflicting attitudes on social 
matters. The Moslems say that these wealthy Chinese, by their 
example, lead the Javanese boys and girls astray. But what about 
the Europeans, I asked a friend, an editor. 

“Nobody cares,” he asserted, “what the Europeans do and how 
they live; they belong to a different world, are a law unto them- 
selves. What they do and what they say is simply incomprehensible 
to the local people who do not associate with them in any way. 
But these Chinese are in small businesses and trades like the 
Javanese themselves, and the Indians and Arabs.” 

“Do not,” I asked, “the Chinese keep themselves as apart from 
the rest as do the Europeans?” 

“They do in a way,” he continued, “but they are always visible. 
Everybody knows how they live, what they eat, how they do busi- 
ness, amuse themselves, and bring up their children.” 

The Moslem storekeepers dislike the lack of dignity among their 
Chinese neighbours and rivals. These do not keep up appearances 
or old-established class distinctions. There is not among diem that 
respect of youth for age, of women for men, of servants for masters, 
which these Moslems like to instil in their youth. With their 
modem schools and with their newspapers, they say, the Chinese 
are tearing down the walls of social stability. From other conversa- 
tions, too, I gathered that in the minds of these Javanese elders, 
much as in that of the Manila bookseller, personal and impersonal 
grievances are fused : they see their established position and their 
security waning; and the doings of the minority group offer the 
most obvious and respectable explanation. 
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Both in the Philippines and in Java I have heard the Chinese 
referred to as “the Jews of South-east Asia” A study of their 
unpopularity, especially in the older native groups that come in 
close contact with them, would throw considerable light on the 
nature of anti-Semitism. As in Europe, and to a lesser extent in 
America, the foundations of social security for those groups, usually 
orthodox and fundamentalist in their religious beliefs, have been 
crumbling for some time. And the main cause is everywhere the 
same: peoples which for many centuries have developed their 
distinctive ways of life in relative isolation have been thrown 
together, have been made unsure that the old ways are the best. 
They see people get on in the world whose tastes and morals, 
from the standpoint of tneir own traditions, are appalling. The kind 
of status arid authority which the perplexed and horrified older 
men — and women — seek to retain can survive only as long as their 
own kind of society remains intact. If it can no longer be protected 
by isolation, it can survive only by being reinforced with wealth 
and political influence. 

If one could get close to the more primitive communities in the 
different countries of South-east Asia a similar state of resentment 
and fear for the future would probably present itself. But the 
situation would not be quite the same everywhere. Away from the 
coast there are no conspicuous minority groups on which to blame 
the changes that undermine the established authority of the elders 
and of the native chiefs. Nevertheless, the breath of the new era 
is felt even in communities remote from the marts of commerce 
and the contact of races. Travellers who speak the native languages 
sometimes mention that there is a good deal of dissatisfaction 
among the headmen and among the old people generally with the 
ways of youth. This happens especially when the young people 
have gone to work for foreign masters and have either failed to 
return or else have come back but refused to lay their earnings, 
as is their duty, at the feet of their elders. 

It is a hopeless task to retain the old customs intact when genera- 
tion after generation mobility increases and men come and go 
with the growing and waning opportunities of employment else- 
where. I made exactly die same observation in Chinese villages 
from which many of the young men had gone abroad. In the early 
stages of such a labour migration movement, the young men who 
return quietly slip back into the old routine; except for an odd 
piece of clothing, the possession of some gadget, or a few slang 
expressions, one would hardly know they had ever been abroad. 
But if there is a continuance over many years of such export of 
labour, whether seasonal or for a contract duration of several years, 
a gradual change in social relations take place. The prestige and 
status of different families in the community are affected by the 
uneven change in their economic condition. Old men and the 
nobility — if there is one— still rule as of yore and receive the 
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deference which is their due. But money also speaks, and its voice 
grows louder with the years just as that of the nouvectux riches 
does everywhere. There will be nothing more, at first, than a little 
unacknowledged consultation of those who wield economic power. 
Then there will he attempts to imitate their style of living, perhaps 
to adopt their views on marriage, house-building, or some other 
matter. Not the least reward of success is the homage of the less 
successful. 

But money does not always flow into the backward community 
when some of its sons work away from home. Even when it does 
not, the contact with the outer world may become socially dis- 
turbing. If the head of the family is very autocratic the young 
man may not return at all under the paternal roof, except as a 
visitor. The more stubborn the community as a whole is in its 
adherence to the traditions, the more likely is it to lose some of 
its most able and hard-working members. The isolation of such a 
village remains more or less unbroken. Now-fangled ideas as to 
how its fields should be cultivated, how its business should be con- 
ducted, how the holidays should he observed, or how the daughters 
should be given in marriage, may have been rejected. But the 
stability of the village society has become undermined just the 
same : the example of the unruly son who prefers to live his own 
life will be followed by others. More and more the younger genera- 
tion will learn that, on the big estate, in the big city, or in the new 
farm settlement near the big mine, one can quite safely live a 
freer sort of life than at home. 

This breaking up of old tribal communities is still exceptional, 
but other effects of contact with the modern world are ubiquitous. 
The older generation does not like to be rushed. There may be a 
clock in the house of the village elder, but lie does not allow it 
to tyrannize over him. The younger people always are in such a 
hurry (even when to the Westerner they seem provokingly dilatory), 
I am not sure wh 'h ■ . — - - ' ' n " ige group with age "group, the 
Burmans or the ■ are so much more leisurely 

than we are. I was sometimes boreef by the length of their musical 
or theatrical performances. But how many Malays could sit through 
“Parsifal” with equanimity? A Dutch-speaking custodian of one of 
the ancient monuments in Java tried to explain to me the beautiful 
ceremonies that at one time had taken place in the lovely setting 
before us; and I gathered (though I did not understand all he 
said) that he regretted the old days when the ritual formalities 
prescribed by tradition or precedent for stated occasions were 
performed without abridgement. 

In the early days of American rule in the Philippines an immense 
amount of time was consumed, to hear old-timers talk, with the 
efforts of magistrates to make sure that their decisions were suffi- 
ciently in conformity with custom to he understood and to have 
the desired effect. Among the Ifugaos native law, among the Moros 
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Mohammedan law, was drawn upon to give the judgments a 
semblance of conformity with eternal justice. The Netherlands- 
Indian Administration has gone even further in efforts to make 
everything new acceptable to the natives by its appeal to native 
law and the sanction of many precedents. From some of the 
accounts of Netherlands-Indian jurisprudence one can only con- 
clude that a large part of the Government’s revenue and personnel 
is invested in a legal apparatus so complex in its adaptation to 
ethnic, tribal, and even local variations in custom as to leave very 
little uniformity— and little money or energy for other branches 
of government. Today this patient effort bears fruit in the loyalty 
of the vast majority of the Indonesians. 

In these ways, the transition from beliefs and ideas deeply rooted 
in a more primitive past to those in harmony with the demands of 
the modern age can be smoothed, though it can never be quick. 
Above all, it is difficult for people to abandon once and for all their 
belief in magic when so much in their life from early childhood 
has been governed by trust in its efficacy. Some years ago we had 
an Indian student live with us. He took part in the housework, and 
we were astonished to learn how in his childhood every smallest 
item of the daily routine was linked to religious belief: with an 
appropriate saying, song, quotation from the classics, tale, or ges- 
ture. One need not be in South-east Asia long to he struck by some- 
thing of the same sort as soon as one gets below the surface of 
polite intercourse between strangers. Whether he be Buddhist, 
Mohammedan, Christian, or of none of the great institutionalized 
faiths, your native friend will recognize a significance and inner 
cohesion in everyday sights, actions, occurrences which the Occi- 
dental is wont to brush aside as of no importance whatever. I once 
discussed with a Filipino the almost ferocious tenacity with which 
the tao (peasant) clings to his bolo (knife) — almost as though it 
were a talisman without the. feel of which he would be helpless. 
His answer indicated that he, an educated man, also- retained some- 
thing of a religious awe for an object fashioned by human hands. 
He said: 

"The bolo gives a man his strength. Without it he could not 
face the dangers that lurk in the cane field or around his house 
at night. Wini it he is a man, without it a child. But the knife 
has no power when the man who carries it does not trust it. Once 
I was, with some of my friends, in a brawl. . . . No matter what 
it was about. An angry crowd attacked us. My comrades stood 
their ground, I heard their shouts and saw the knives in their 
hands. But my own knife felt like a leaf; it had no strength at 
all. I knew that anger is a terrible thing. My bolo gave me no 
confidence, though I knew it was sharp. When that crowd moved 
upon us, I trusted the speed of my legs.” 

This statement, it has occurred to me since, indicates not only the 
116 



sudden burst, in a crisis, upon the mind of even an educated person 
of a very old magical belief, but also the inescapable breakdown 
of that faith under the influence of a modern education. A new 
medicine will be tried on the recommendation of a friend even 
when nothing is known about the principle of its effectiveness. No 
one hesitates to adopt — if he can afford to do so— some 
improved tool, some new mechanism that works. No one 
hesitates to surround himself with the pretty artifacts of a 
strange culture even when he has no notion of their significance. 
There, among the inessentials, the gate is wide open to cultural in- 
fluences. We ourselves show this trait when we fill our homes with 
Oriental works of art but are insensible to the aesthetic principles 
of their design. 

Women Demand Their Rights 

The position of women in our Western civilization is something; 
that no Asiatic finds it easy to grasp. He accepts the evidence of 
his eyes, as he accepts many others of our peculiarities. In Asiatic 
society, woman’s inferior status is unmodified by an attitude which 
we could recognize as chivalry. Even in the Philippines, during the 
three centuries of Spanish and nominally Christian rule, women 
had no authority outside the home, were expected to obey their 
husbands without question, and would rarely think of pursuing a 
profession. Yet in the ordinary farming communities they en- 
joyed many rights under ancient customary law; and their 
authority in the home corresponded to their economic contribu- 
tions as breadwinners quite as much as to their social contributions 
as mothers. Dr. Encarnacion Alzona, a well-known woman his- 
torian and suffragist, in one of her many writings contrasts the 
place of women in native society with “the artificialities which 
Spanish culture introduced into our life.” She adds ^ 

“The modern Filipino women who are demanding civil and 
political rights are in fact asking for no more than the restora- 
tion of their ancient rights and freedom which had been taken 
away from them by an alien rule of more than three centuries." 
You get a rather different picture from those writers who have 
described in detail the position of women in the non-Christian 
societies of the Philippines. Most of them stress the fact that 
women are loaded down with work to such an extent as almost 
to make them slaves. Nor can the subjection of women In Christian 
Filipino society fairly be attributed to the Church, since their 
status actually is higher than in the Moslem societies at Malaysia. 
The contradiction is explained when we look closely at the every- 
day life of Filipino women rather than the formal rights accorded 
tQ J - ' 1 - -V-se go far under the new Constitution). 

< • , ‘ . jWnen a peasant in South-east Asia gets 

drawn into the money economy of modern commeicial farming, 
the function of the wife as primarily concerned with household 
and secondarily employed as a sort of auxiliary labour force tends 



to remain unchanged. But in the Philippines the woman tends to 
have control o£ the family’s finances. Although she herself often is 
an inveterate gambler, she endeavours to keep her husband’s and 
her own little flings with fortune in reasonable bounds. Plantation 
managers say that a successful Filipino household usually is one 
in which the woman keeps the reins tight. Since American educa- 
tion got under way, the vocational opportunities for women in the 
Philippines have, of course, increased enormously; and it may be 
added that the Filipinas have taken to new callings in industry, 
trade, and the professions like ducks to water. Nor have I noticed 
that Filipina nurses and teachers are more timid in their relations 
with male colleagues and superiors than are American ones — 
especially if comparison is made with the etiquette in American 
Catholic circles. 

In short, the changed position of women is considered by many 
observers the outstanding example of assimilation of Western traits 
in the Philippines. Compared with the inferior position still 
assigned to women in most Asiatic societies, and especially in those 
dominated by Islam, it is revolutionary. One can hardly drink of 
an important social or political concern in the Islands in recent 
years that has not been intelligently shared by women and received 
the benefit of women’s effort. This is something very different from 
merely reaffirming the importance of the contributions which 
women make to die social good by being good providers and by 
keeping up high moral standards. One interesting sidelight is that 
the opposition to female suffrage in the Philippines did not come 
so much from old-fashioned women horrified at the thought of 
getting into an unseemly brawl of politics, as from men who were 
afraid that die women’s vote would too much strengthen the power 
of the Church. Whether it has done so, I do not know. But in any 
case only conservative and property-minded candidates, men or 
women, could be elected in the greater part of the Philippines. 

The change in the status of women that has come in the Philip- 
pines with the long exposure to Western example and Christian 
teaching is only one of many striking effects of change in social atti- 
tudes and social organization. Some recent writers stress the claims 
which the large family still has on the household. These claims, 
they say, represent a universal trait in Oriental society and indicate 
that culturally it still is very distant from that of the Occident. 
As soon as a man gets ahead a little, a swarm of impecunious rela- 
tives descends upon him and eats him back to his previous social 
level. Actually, this remnant from the pre-commercial agrarian 
way of life is far less evident in the Philippines today than it is in 
some of the neighbouring countries. Indeed, old-fashioned Filipinos 
are alarmed at the speed with which the ties that used to hold the 
large family together are breaking. Many young couples, now often 
married without parental consent, go off somewhere to build up an 
existence of their own, without benefit of aunts and cousins. 
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How the individual feels toward liis family and toward the com- 
munity at large marks him more than anything else as either 
belonging or not belonging to the otherwise rather vague category, 
modern society. Throughout the Orient, loyalty to the family has 
always been the most important social bond. Nepotism in public 
affairs is universal. In Indo-China or Thailand or Malaya, a native 
official who failed to fill with relatives any minor posts which he 
had at his disposal would be looked upon as unfilial or crazy-— at 
any rate, of dubious morality. This is not Iiecause Orientals natur- 
ally think differently from Occidentals in such matters, but because 
ties of blood have ror uncounted generations been the only social 
protection for the individual. I do not believe that tbe teaching of 
the Spanish Friars in the Philippines has in itself made much dif- 
ference. On the contrary, it seems to have reinforced the economic 
interdependence of the large family, both as a matter of social 
virtue and as a practical means of keeping down the cost of charit- 
able relief. But the introduction of a money economy with its new 
demands on the industry and thrift of the individual, undoubtedly 
has made the old familial form of mutual insurance impracticable. 
You do not find the Annamite or Thai or Malayan wage-earner of 
the second or third generation sharing his possessions with rela- 
tives who neither delve nor spin. Many employers who find their 
native workers unwilling to exert themselves beyond tbe degree 
required to earn a given sum explain this on the ground that it is 
unlikely that the individual worker and his immediate dependents 
will enjoy the additional income when there is a larger lamily in 
the offing. But this seems to be a passing symptom : a transitory and 
false adjustment to a change in basic economic relations. 

There is, as a matter of fact, a good deal of variety in the degree 
of family cohesion in different parts of South-east Asia. A fairly 
independent status for women usually goes together with a loosen- 
ing of obligations to the larger family. Among the Man in northern 
Indo-China, for instance, the individual households are more on a 
level of equality than they are among the Thai. The greater esteem 
in which they hold women is emphasized by one observer as the 
explanation, lie says that the husbands share more of the work 
and that the wives sit down with their husbands at meals. A similar 
relative independence has been noted among the Miao; they pay 
much less attention to the graves and shrines of their ancestors 
than do their neighbours who have come more strongly under 
Chinese influence. Among the Miao, too, a widow succeeds her 
husband as head of the family. 

In Burma, both the status of women and family life generally 
deviate from those of their neighbours, none of whom are Budd- 
hists. But they also deviate considerably from those of Indian Budd- 
hists, Perhaps sonic older religious beliefs, less rigid in the sub- 
ordination of the individual to the supposed needs of social sur- 
vival, continue under the crust of the official creed. Or it may be 
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that land and climate have been kinder to the Burmese peasants 
than to the Indian during the many formative centuries before 
foreign imperialism broke in upon them both. The happy tempera- 
ment of the Burman, which has already been mentioned, may be 
both a cause and a result of social relations not quite so rigidly 
organized for survival of the group. 

When I read what people have said about Burmese civilization 
ih recent pre-war years (very different from what is said about them 
since the British withdrawal), I am reminded of what travellers 
used to say about Russia in Tzarist days, what Goethe wrote about 
the Italian people at the time of our Revolution, and what has 
been said time and again in similar circumstances : there is a 
natural democracy at the bottom of society, which stands out in 
sharp relief just because there is no political organization to ex- 
press it. In all these instances — one might almost speak of a special 
social pattern — we find the counterpoint between want and a gay 
irresponsibility; between oppression and unlimited mutuality; 
between political immaturity and a high regard for personal free- 
dom. With that kind of non-political social democracy there always 
goes a relatively high degree of independence, especially for 
women. In Burma, their marriage age is unusually high, their 
household work is not made burdensome by an undue insistence 
on speed and productivity; they are not expected to have an intoler- 
ably fast succession of babies; they have an equal right with their 
husbands in whatever property there may be; they can inherit; 
they play with their children, go where they wish, need pay no 
heed to the mother-in-law or to a privileged “first wife.” In fact, 
they behave and are treated very much like human beings. 

Although there are these contrasts between various parts of 
South-east Asia in the matter of family life, dissatisfaction with 
the coercive social disciplines of the past is stirring everywhere. 
For example, long before there was a widespread aspiration to 
nationhood among the Javanese, there was already an organised 
feminist movement — inevitable outcome of the Dutch-language 
branch of the school system which could not but inoculate boys 
and girls alike with the virus of European social thinking. Today, 
the theme of sex equality goes through the whole nationalist move- 
ment from its most conservative to its most radical branch. 

There were in Netherlands India a few years ago three distinct 
branches of the feminist movement: the Moslem, the nationalist, 
and the radical suffragist. The programmes of the three groups 
differed not only from each other but also from those of compar- 
able organizations in the Occident. For instance, equality in educa- 
tional opportunity has still to be sought as a rather distant goal. 
The non-Moslem organizations combat polygamy, and this is per- 
haps their strongest plank. However, all of them try to improve 
the status of married women and to raise the marriage age. Success 
even in the milder of their joint proposals would upset time- 
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honoured arrangements in the relation between the sexes and 
between daughters and parents. 

A Netherlands official once said to me about the organized 
feminists in the Indies: “If these harpies ever get their way, there 
won’t be much left either of the adat (the customary native law) 
or of our indirect rule. Whatever is based on tradition, they are 
sure to be against,” Most of the European officials, however, have 
a friendly feeling toward the feminist movement, which they con- 
sider helpful in almost every kind of campaign for social better- 
ment. More especially, they appreciate the help given by organiza- 
tions of educated women in efforts to secure changes in the mar- 
riage law so as to make the position of married women less 
hazardous and to make it more difficult for men to escape respon- 
sibility for the upbringing of their children. The leaders ol all 
three branches of the feminist movement are aggressive in the pur- 
suit of their respective immediate objects, and show the influence 
of their contacts with feminists in other parts of the world. Many 
of them are teachers. 

In Singapore I watched on one occasion some simple country 
people in a government office apply for licenses of one kind or 
another. There were four of them, and they were accompanied by 
two young men who did all the talking for them. The older vil- 
lagers were evidently uncomfortable in the strange surroundings, 
but the young men were self-possessed. They, too, wore sarongs 
and velvet fezes, and spoke in the Malay language. But their whole 
demeanour was one of self-identification with the modern office 
and of apology for the older men's ignorap.ee. As I myself was wait- 
ing, I was able to watch the little party through the whole pro- 
cedure — starting with the difficulty which at least one of the older 
men seemed to have in negotiating a short flight of stairs, and 
culminating in a smile of relief when the business was accom- 
plished. The two young men did not so much seem ashamed of the 
older ones as they seemed to belong to a different class. Their 
behaviour toward the elders was courteous with a shade of con- 
descension. I asked a question about them when I had occasion to 
go to the counter and was told that the two young men were sons 
of the leader of the group, a man of some standing in his district. 

This little picture must suffice to epitomize what this chapter has 
been about : the change of social attitudes in South-east Asia. Thus 
far, this change expresses itself mainly as an incipient conflict 
between youth and age— which no programme, not even a closing 
of all the schools, can suppress, since it emanates from shifts in 
basic economic conditions and relations. 



CHAPTER XI 

FIRES OF DISCONTENT 

In august, 1942, the Federal Bureau of Investigation arrested a 
Filipino, Mimo D Guzman, who had been going about the United 
States for some years trying to organize a “Pacific Movement of 
the Eastern World.” He had taken Japanese money to spread his ij 
gospel of the brotherhood of all coloured peoples. Years ago, I met * 

other Filipinos who thought it was up to their nation to bring 
together all the peoples of Malay and kindred races in South-east 
Asia. Not all of them were charlatans. They pointed out to me that 
the native inhabitants of that region were confronting a solidly { 

organized colonial capitalism, functionally united in spite of ! 

national differences; that only by a similar unity could the native > 
i peoples of colonial Asia save themselves from perpetual “serfdom.” - 

j When the Japanese began tfca-ir :uou; l g;; |, d;: ;<> o'gmize the } 

coloured races against the white, I k; < v. 1 i t ■ -a - ! because, 

l among the various brands of madness which I have encountered in { 

‘ the course of many years’ aqmaintance with Asiatic rebels, I had \ 

l never met the particular lunacy which Major Takahashi and other £ 

I Japanese propagandists have tried to pur over, lire idea of unity 1 

| among all- coloured peoples against the white race might take root, , 

i perhaps, in Central Africa, or even in India, but certainly not in a i 

region where die white man was a late-comer among the many 4 
“master races” that swept over sea and land. Most of the native 
peoples of South-east Asia have been, or consider themselves to \ 

have been, oppressed at one time or other by Asiatic tyrants, no f 

whit less cruel than those who have come a longer way. Moreover, \ 

the fate of Formosa, at the northern end of the South China Sea, and 
of Korea, has not remained unknown, nor have the millions of : 
Chinese residents failed to inform their fellow citizens of the 
Japanese doings in Manchuria and in China itself. Even ten years 
ago, the Japanese already were the most feared of all nations among 
; the people of Malaysia— certainly not one with which one would 4 

make common cause against imperialism. 

Is there, then, no racial basis for the many so-called “nationalist” 
movements that have sprung up in South-east Asia? Yes, some of 
! these movements, not the most important, may be said to be racial 

in inception. But only a few sophisticated persons with a modem 
J education could lie racialists; for the different branches of the in- 

digenous stocks have no sense of kinship. In the course of centuries, 
the stocks have been disjoined and exposed to many different his- 
1 torical experiences. Each branch had to adapt itself to the require- 

ments of a geographical environment that could not fail to put its : 
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) stamp on habits of living, on natural selection, and so eventually on 

! physical characteristics as well. They were further drawn apart by 

1 different opportunities for intermarriage with other racial groups. 

I And they forgot their common ancestry. The large number of 

j idioms spoken even within some of the individual political units of 

1 the region testifies to their long lack of contact. On a single island, 

i such as Luzon, Java, or Celebes, the tribes have gone their separate 

! ways for so long that a sense of kinship if it exists at all today can 

; only be a result of recent propaganda. 

j The word “racial,” where it is mentioned in relation to Malaysian 

1 movements, must always he understood to have about the same 

| connotation as it has among American Negroes : it expresses a con- 

{ cept that is ninety-nine per cent, social and cultural and only one 

; per cent, biological. It took a long campaign on the part of a small, 

purposeful coloured intelligentsia to produce a feeling among 
I American Negroes that they had anything in common with 

i Africans. There has never been even that much “race-consciousness” 

; among the peoples with a large or small infusion of Malay or of 

! Indian blood. Increased mobility and intercourse, not kinship or 

. intermarriage, are responsible for the growing similarity of outlook 

’ in the Philippines and Indonesia. 

In short, a movement of emancipation based on colour is not 
necessarily one based on racial identity, actual or imagined. Among 
Indonesians, there is often no consciousness of kinship with the 
people of the next village if these happen to have a different religion 
and a different adat . The educated Malayan of Kuala Lumpur has 
no feeling of special affinity with some primitive tribe in the moun- 
tains comparable with his feeling for Chinese and others of his own 
class. The Batak would not willingly subject himself to Javanese 
rule; and the Javanese would not think of treating the Batak as an 
equal. The More certainly does not identify himself with the 
Christian Filipino. The Amboncse looks down upon the Sundanese, 

, the Annamite upon the Laotian, the Thai upon the Cham, and so 
it goes. When any of these people talk about race equality it always 
is about that of their own group with the whites. This alone lends 
a quasi-racial colour to the many motives which animate Malaysian 
movements of liberation or defiance. I have already mentioned the 
clannishness of Filipino students from different provinces. There is 
a similar separatism among high-school students in Netherlands 
India (which has almost no university students). But they are united 
in their anger over any teaching, any piece of literature, any speech, 
or any event that seems to them to belittle the contributions of the 
Indonesian people to the progress of their country and to exaggerate 
the contributions of Occidentals. 

What gives a sense of unity to fellow-countrymen with different 
origins is not, then, consciousness of similarity in looks or of com- 
mon blood. It is only — r-~ —‘riot ism in the Western 

sense, and this more i- . ■ ■ ■ countries than in the 
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dependencies. It always is a negative union of protest and defence 
— like that of the United Nations against the Axis. But what brings 
such diverse groups together is not necessarily a common antagon- 
ism to Western imperialism. Not long ago, Thai, Malayans, 
Javanese, and Fillipinos of the student and middle classes shared a 
furious dislike for the Chinese because the latter seemed to mono- 
polize the positions and functions in society to which they them- 
selves aspired. At present, all — except perhaps the Thai — not only 
are but know and feel themselves to be united in a fight for freedom 
from the Japanese yoke. A strong undercurrent of anti-imperialism 
is always there, but it is not inherently anti-Occidental. 

Growing Class Consciousness 

As among the American Negroes, so in South-east Asia an artifi- 
cially produced race-consciousness — animated by a desire for 
strength through numbers — is gradually developing. This is a 
socially useful assertion of mental health despite its occasional 
exaggerations of pride, since it counteracts that “oppression 
psychosis” which may so easily undermine the sanity of subject 
peoples. The cultural achievements of the immediate group gain in 
significance when they are looked upon as contributions to a larger 
cause shared by many peoples. Thus the United Nations were able, 
in dark days, to keep up their morale by persuading themselves that 
they were all fighting for democracy. In South-east Asia, native and 
colonial authorities have in recent pre-war times seen the value of 
pride in cultural attainment and helped spontaneous movements to 
express themselves. Old music and plays were re-introduced. Pre- 
Islamic lores were retold and given new interpretations to make 
them more timely. Old customs were revived, old rites and cere- 
monies reinstated. Among the well-to-do it became fashionable to 
revert to native costume and to reproduce with modern means and 
in new applications native forms ol decoration. Rulers ivhose homes 
used to be filled with expensive European junk began to collect the 
finer products of indigenous art. Schools were set up to revive dying 
crafts. 

This cultural nativist movement was strongest in the dependencies 
with indirect rule, where native customs had been honoured even 
by the alien rulers. With all its diversity it had a delightfully demo- 
cratic flavour, just as the revival of folk festivals and folk costume 
in Europe after the last war. There is a meeting-point, and so also 
a growing feeling of solidarity and equal worth, between those who 
take pleasure in returning to the ancient roots of their native culture, 
and those who, still rather close to vulgar and primitive beginnings, 
use this reviving interest of the upper classes to advance themselves 
a little in social position and self-respect. 

All this is quite recent in South-east Asia — about as recent as in 
China. Even two decades ago, people of Malay and Chinese descent 
alike regarded it as a mark of distinction to wear foreign-style 
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j, clothes. Now Filipinos again display with pleasure their much more 
colourful home-made shirts, and American schoolboys imitate both 
i their use of cheerful fabrics and their sensible habit of wearing the 
: shirt outside the trousers in hot weather. Malayans and Javanese 

! in good circumstances no longer are ashamed to appear barefoot. 

| Fezes are to be seen on the heads of young men whose fathers 
wore hats. 

j The outward appearances of class difference are naturally 

\ strongest when those who can afford it go in for the accoutrement 

| of a foreign culture. When I was young, large parts of European 
! and American society still were under the impression that female 
apparel had to he from Paris and male apparel from London to 
j stamp the wearer as a cosmopolitan. The ?iouveau riche could not 
always buy his way into society; but, on the other hand, a house- 
hold that did not have English knives, French glass, Oriental rugs, 
and at least reproductions of Italian art, hardly “belonged.” So in 
Eastern Asia, some Western possessions and the rudiments of a 
Western education were passports to a society which did not care 
how far it travelled from the paths of the multitude. And as in our 
Western countries so in Asia, too. even a superficial nativist renais- 
sance, a return to the enjoyment of native and local things, tended 
to have more important cultural consequences, including an in- 
cipient rapprochement between diverse classes. 

This has not yet gone far by any means, but it has now reached 
the stage, for example, where native games — kite contests, sword 
play, and chin-ion (a ball game, variations of which arc also known 
under other names, that is played with every part of the body 
except the hands) — have been revived and are played along with 
modern Western games in some of the best schools; where an 
Annamite whose father knew all about Jeanne d’Arc but with an 
indulgent smile denied all knowledge of the vulgar sagas about 
native heroes eagerly informs himself about the native lore and 
perhaps helps to give* it new literary form; where educated Javanese 
whose ancestors would never have thought of such a thing travel 
all over Indonesia so as to get to know it; where schools under 
private auspices and always considered orthodox in religion and 
reactionary in social matters, combine modern programmes of 
study with a cultivation of the native heritage. 

Whether this incipient cultural renaissance will assume greater 
speed, as the false prestige of Occidental civilization drops away 
and only its genuine claims remain, is problematical. But it is likely, 
if we go by historical analogies. Latin was the intellectual and legal 
language of continental Europe for centuries but very quickly fell 
into disuse toward the end of the seventeenth century when the 
political influence of southern Europe waned. French was spoken 
by preference in the European courts and in polite society but dis- 
appeared soon after the French Revolution. 

In South-east Asia, it may be thought, matters of this sort affect 
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only a small fragment of the population. Nevertheless, in all such 
cases there is a wide reverberation of changing tastes. While pos- 
session of objects of the Western material culture was a sign of 
distinction, even those who could not afford a Western article of 
apparel would display some small Western-style object, made locally 
or in Japan. Even those who individually express no such prefer- 
ences at all, that is, the great majority, were by the example of 
their betters led to an appreciation of Western contributions which 
otherwise they might have refused. When the Sultan rides past in 
his automobile and the small local official on his bicycle, the new 
road which at first may have seemed an entirely unnecessary pro- 
duct of compulsory native labour assumes a new vsignificancc. For 
many millions of people the increased mobility, with just a little 
provision for the public health that did not exist in the past — both 
created by public enterprise— are just about the only share they 
have in their country’s modernization, at least the only tangible 
share. Bu.t note the wider elfects of even this limited experience. 
In the self-contained community, what always has been is right and 
proper. Tradition reigns supreme. Mobility makes for individualism, 
materialism, dissatisfaction with existing conditions. 

The opening up of a colonial country through Western technical 
means also opens up new mental horizons. Different kinds of people 
are brought together while people of the same kind are dispersed 
and thrown on their individual resources. Where the physical road- 
making is paralleled by programmes of educational development, 
two new kinds of personal experience reinforce each other : the man 
of the people learns that one can understand and be on good terms 
with people of a different tribe who speak a different idiom if one 
takes the trouble to learn some common tongue. Hundreds of 
thousands of people learn — with surprise — that the sanctity of cus- 
toms and laws which for their own people has always been absolute 
is, after all, only relative; that there are many tenable beliefs, many 
ways of doing things. 

Once faith in the conventions is disturbed, there is danger that 
a shallow cynicism will take its place. The farmer or labourer 
observes that money will buy most of the things men desire — when 
they are away from the pressure which public opinion exerts upon 
them at home. With money one can even buy a reputation and 
self-confidence. By paying no attention to the old religious duties 
and family obligations, one gains time, and that is profitable, too. 

Thus an ever-growing number of people become alienated from 
their home soil and, finding that it is possible to live in disregard 
of some traditions and laws, lose their respect for all tradition and 
native Jaw. 

Occasionally a colonial government has unwittingly magnified 
this tendency by undermining the authority of the native village 
notabilities. The village chiefs not long ago were still clothed with 
the authority of their religious and judicial functions; but when 
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\ the government tried to make its views prevail even in matters of 

| detail, the native administrators lost status, and their functions suf- 

fered. It is true, there would in any case have been a decline in 
popular respect for the native authorities because of the new 
I mobility, individualization, and school-learning; blit the tendency 
was aggravated by progressive policies which required a correspond- 
ingly modern administration. 

\ There is, further, the cumulative influence of growing literacy, 

j Netherlands India has a censorship on books in the native lan- 

■- guages. But it locked the stable after the horse had escaped. Hie 

| demand for literature of which the authorities do not approve is 

i insatiable. Therefore, in order to keep down commercial publishing 

I as much as possible, the Government carries on a 1 1 'V ’ 

I programme of its own. Inexpensive booklets and ■ 
i tributed in large quantities at a very low price. Public libraries have 
| been set up in thousands of communities. Without effective com- 
petition, this attempt to diffuse innocuous literature was bound to 
be quantitatively successful. But the popular choices within the 
range of the Government’s publications have disappointed some of 
the educators. Despite an abundance of fairy tales and native 
legends, people will read European history and novels dealing with 
social life in Europe. The hunger for information on the Occident 
ranges from bra ins-trusts to brothels. 

Tli is avidity for news of the modern world also throws light on 
the appearance of so many “fancy religions” as part of the general 
picture of popular discontent — not only in Netherlands India but 
throughout the region. Branching out from theosophy as, perhaps, 

| the main fount of inspiration, there are many new cults which are 

I trying to combine at least three elements: mysticism, a re-inter- 

l pretation of native lore so as to bring it into line with a more 
spiritual concept of divinity, and a practical and up-to-date teaching 
i of modern Occidental subjects, with emphasis on humanitarian 
ethics. The Netherlands Indian Government has tried to disinfect 
one such educational movement by gaining control of its schools 
through subsidies; but the offer was refused. Some of the missionary 
bodies seem to have met the obvious demand half-way : they have, 
! r -■ ■ ” ■ —■ --- '.veil-informed witness, actually increased devotion 

. ( ■ heir communities by bringing their own religious 

■■■ relation with the upwelling enthusiasm for native 
culture. The combination of religious teaching with the teaching of 
practical skills and Occidental subjects of interest to the students— 
! history, literature, the arts, elementary social science, and so forth — 
is, of course, an old story for the mission schools. 

Nowhere, probably, are there better opportunities for studying 
the part played by new cults in a national awakening than in the 
Philippines. Some of them have been set up by charlatans, hut 
others are quite spontaneous in origin. Taken altogether, these cults 
with their appeal to the emotions and with their diffusion of half 


knowledge, half-fiction, represent a real danger to social stability 
— a danger, however, which is not so great that popular education 
and freedom of the press cannot avert it. 

In Indo-China a new faith made its appearance in 1927, which 
subsequently became known as Caodaism and has given the authori- 
ties a good deal of trouble. It is Buddhist in its tolerance for the 
most diverse credal elements, some of which are borrowed from 
Confucianism, some from Taoism, and some from Christianity. 
Freemasonry also is represented in its symbolism, and hypnotism 
was at first a favourite means of evoking a mood of response. The 
Government prohibited this dangerous practice and also succeeded 
in obstructing the diffusion of the cult in the northern provinces; 
but among the extremely poor rice farmers of the south it spread 
like wildfire. Government officials never quite lost their suspicion 
that sedition was being preached under its cover. 

In Burma, the Buddhist order, the Poongees (or hpongy'is), has 
for many years fulfilled the functions of a secret revolutionary 
society operating under a religious cloak. This order has long been 
a thorn in the flesh of the British authorities since on several 
occasions it fomented movements of overt civil disobedience. I11 
1942, the Poongees lifted their time-honoured saffron robes suffi- 
ciently to permit a glimpse of their cloven hoofs. They were often 
an organized “Fifth Column” which betrayed the position of air- 
fields to the invading Japanese, engaged in espionage in behalf of 
the enemy, laid traps for retreating British and Indian troops (the 
Indians are the hereditary national “enemy number one”), and as 
guerillas fought the Chinese. According to a British missionary, 
writing in December, 1941, not all the monks of the order are in- 
volved in this treason. “Many, especially the older ones, are fearful 
that if things go on there will be no Buddhism left in ten years.” 

However much our sympathies may be with the authorities and 
with the orthodox believers, Buddhism actually is taking on new 
life wherever it associates itself with nationalism. The same has 
proved true of Mohammedanism in the British colonies and in 
Netherlands India. Without becoming seditious, the two principal 
religious movements, the Sarekat Islam and the Muhammadiyya, 
with their hundreds of schools, arc engaged in a spiritual assault on 
Occidental supremacy (or were so engaged just before the war). To 
fulfil the functions of leadership, such movements can remain some- 
what orthodox in their religious teaching but not in their social 
teaching. Unlike the Poongees of Burma who seem definitely to 
have deteriorated, the great popular Mohammedan movements of 
Malaysia are shot through with reform tendencies. Moslem scholars 
are busy, for example, on the difficult task of reconciling with the 
essentially humanistic teaching of the Koran the principles of 
nationalism, and with accepted Moslem practice the advocacy of 
monogamy as being actually derived from the teaching of the 
Prophet. A similar movement is the revival of ancient folk rites 
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among the Christian Bataks, the most sophisticated of Sumatra’s 
native populations. Some of these rites, used solely for their 
emotional emphasis on the native culture, are said to he almost 
idolatrous. 

Such association of a wistful retrospective cultural nativism with 
practical modern reform programmes is not, perhaps, as surprising 
as it may seem at first glance. The Gothic revival connected with 
German nationalism a century ago was similar. England had some- 
thing of the sort in the social creed and literary tastes promoted 
by William Morris. In the United States, there have been repeated 
outcries in church circles against the revival of Indian dances which 
appeared to them idolatrous; but the continued performance of 
these dances appeared to other friends of the American Indians a 
necessary part of that cultural revival which has done so much to 
raise both the spirit of that racial minority and its prestige among 
white Americans. In China, we have perhaps the best illustration 
today of the potency of such recombination of traditional and 
modem teaching. Its neo-Confucianism, combined with the New 
Life Movement, certainly is evident in the first great national 
uprising which China has experienced for many centuries. 

Visionaries and Practical Reformers 

I have only briefly alluded to the appearance of practical reform 
programmes within 'the composite picture of typical nativist move- 
ments in South-east Asia. That trend, however, needs another word 
of explanation. It represents the most promising of the various forces 
at work. For it expresses constructively and creatively the thought 
that a higher level cannot be reached without effort and sacrifice. 
Old evils inherent in the traditional social system must be removed. 
Hence, with the clamour for an expanded school programme there 
go campaigns against serfdom, gambling and improvidence, against 
the unaesthetic though not otherwise injurious betel-chewing, against 
opium-smoking, against social irresponsibility generally. The more 
thoughtful natives realize that Western individualism is no substi- 
tute for the loosening bonds of the old community. Something else 
must take their place. So, throughout the region we see the formation 
of new societies devoted either to social reform in general or to some 
particular reform. Some of these bodies try to secure a wide parti- 
cipation. The Pasundan , a Sundanese society, moderate in its poli- 
tical demands, endeavours to prepare for national freedom by lifting 
up the masses. The Persatuan Bangsa Indonesia , or Union of 
Indonesian Peoples, founded in 1923 by a Javanese doctor educated 
*■ t t . 1 - - - —"igrammc resembling that of the Servants of 

: / ' that has done more than any other to in- 

vigorate the nationalist movement of that country with demon- 
strations proving that the people can solve their own social problems. 
In Indo-China, underground communist organizations have 
absorbed many of the educated reformers of a decade or two ago; 
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but others, and with them many of the younger men, are active 
independently and engaged, among other things, in campaigns for 
mass education in the villages and for other non-revolutionary 
immediate reforms. 

A word should be said here in refutation of a libel against all 
middle-class rebels and reformers in South-east Asia, a libel which, 
unfortunately, has been spread by writers who have neither first- 
hand knowledge nor insight enough to allow for the bias of the 
employers’ and official circles where the libel originated. It is neither 
true nor even psychologically possible that these men are motivated 
solely, as it is said, by personal grievances because they have been 
denied access to position and influence. Here and there, a young 
fellow of good family who naturally would associate as much as 
possible with Occidentals may, after s-' ■ 1 * * terience of 

discrimination against himself, have ' with the 

struggling masses of his compatriots. There is nothing unusual in 
such an awakening to injustice. But this does not mean that such 
men compensate for an inferiority complex or that they are mere 
busybodies, disgruntled and desirous of gaining distinction in an 
unusual way. No one who has met any of the leaders in nativisfc 
movements, whether moderate or radical, will make that mistake. 
Some of them have sacrificed remunerative professions, some have 
suffered obloquy and estrangement from their families, some have 
gone to prison. All of them are idealists. 

The major discontents among the natives of South-east Asia 
spring from primary economic causes. How do they fit into this 
complex revolutionary pattern? Some may say that these causes 
explain everything, and that the matters just discussed are merely 
on the fringe of what is essentially a revolt of slaves. But that, I 
believe, would be too simple an explanation. Actually, the resent- 
ment against oppressive working and living conditions, while wide- 
spread, still smoulders and rarely bursts into a flame as incandescent 
as the political and cultural attacks on Occidental supremacy. At 
least, that resentment, wherever it occurs, goes on smouldering 
until a spark of spiritual defiance sets it aflame. 

It is amazing what men will bear — and not only Orientals — as 
long as their faith in the social system of which they are part remains 
unshaken. It is equally amazing how quickly conditions no worse 
than diose borne with fortitude by -■.» io condi- 
tions considerably better than those •.! 1 a :: << ■ -.■■■■y ago — 

are felt to be intolerable when men have caught a glimpse of a 
possible alternative for which they can work and fight. Few 
economists believe that, unless other social changes are carefully 
contrived to increase the productivity of labour, political independ- 
ence will improve the lot of the native peoples. But millions do 
believe it. They see things, as simple people do, in personal terms : 
get rid of the alien rulers who treat us as inferiors, who drain the 
country of its wealth, who prevent us from rising to the full stature 
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of our ability — and all will be well. Taxation, the sale by the govern- 
ment of land previously held in common, compulsory labour ser- 
vices, foreign competition with home products in the domestic 
market — any one ot a number of immediate irritations may become 
the cause of a violent agitation when conditions are ripe. 

Back of it all is the new-born consciousness of poverty — the sense 
of injury and also the sense that there is no need tor so much suffer- 
ing. There are many degrees of this .social self-consciousness, and 
that is a good thing for the colonial authorities, since it is the dis- 
tance between the most moderate and the most aggressive nativist 
groups that prevents the movement from coalescing. Different 
degrees of radicalism cannot be identified with different classes. In 
Java, for example, there is a class of very poor workers whose view 
on the national situation is as extreme as that of a communist- 
influenced intelligentsia which knows all the causes and all the 
answers. Nationalist representation in the Volksraad has been 
unified to some extent; yet the support for any aggressive pro- 
gramme is not solidly anchored but diffused. 

The degree of inner unity in the nativist movements is not deter- 
mined by uniformity of social status; but no more is it by common 
religious faith, by absorption of identical concepts from foreign 
ideologies, or even by an approximately equal strength of social dis- 
satisfaction and revolutionary ardour among the participant groups. 
That unity grows, rather, with the logic of events. It grows in spite 
of the diversity of the sources and of the interests involved, in spite 
of the wide range of intensity of feeling. The Javanese estate worker 
may not be conscious of having anything in common with the 
Dyak peasant. He may have very imperfect knowledge of what the 
half-caste post-office clerk or the Ambonese Christian teacher is 
complaining about. But all lour face the same foe — if not in objec- 
tive reality at least in their imagination. They find themselves allied, 
not because they have diagnosed their troubles and traced them to 
a single cause, but because all their discontents happen to be 
focussed on the same point, their exploitation by an upper class. 
Not all of them identify this class with the imperial foreign rule. 
Some are too far from the source of the power that oppresses them 
to recognize it. Others who do may be aware that many national 
governments behave toward some classes of their subjects much as 
colonial governments do. Some remember the corruption that used 
to be rampant among their native rulers and, while feeling close 
to dieir fellows in a class struggle throughout the world, do not 
identify it in particular with one racial group or another. 

The nativist movements of tropical Asia grow out of specific local 
conditions, though the causes that produce these conditions and 
that produce the reactions to them may be national and inter- 
national. It is conceivable that if the present war had not intervened 
many of these fragmentary movements might have become 
absorbed in inclusive international Pan-Asiatic, Pan-Islamic, Pan- 


Malay, Communist, or anti-Occidental movements* But nothing of 
the sort has occurred. Movements of protest must have reached a 
considerable degree of maturity before they can become genuinely 
international. Almost automatically, the nativist movements of 
South-east Asia have grown separately into nationalist movements. 

The Japanese war of aggression has only accentuated this political 
orientation. Thus far, at least, it has strengthened neither the 
Japanese-inspired desire for a “Greater Far Eastern Co-prosperity 
Sphere” nor a sense of racial or regional unity against Japan. The 
fact that Indonesians of all tribes and all classes are fighting for 
their Queen welds them together and makes them more national 
in their feeling. The Filipinos have become more attached in their 
loyalty to both their own country and the United States. Malayans 
and Burmese have, on the whole, stood with the British — though 
with a lack of valour in the case of the great majority that speaks 
louder than a volume of criticism of British colonial policy, Indo- 
Chinese patriots are standing aside, doubtless ready to use the 
failure of the French to protect them in claims to nationhood after 
the war. Thai, now as before, are solely concerned with their own 
welfare and independence. 

And yet, the growth of so many separate nativist-nationalist move- 
ments is a historical accident that does not necessarily betoken their 
continued separateness after the war. The so-called “nationalism” of 
the campaigns of liberation in South-east Asia is only a step, a short 
step, toward a far different principle of their eventual organization. 
Behind the outward division of the peoples into so many nation- 
conscious groups there are vast areas of common experience, com- 
mon interest, common desire, which no manipulation of political 
boundaries and constitutions at the peace table can indefinitely hold 
apart. 
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PART III.— FREEDOM AND WELFARE 

CHAPTER XII 

BIRTH OF NATIONS 

The larger popular movements in South-east Asia, as we have 
reviewed them all too sketchily, may be compared with the eddies 
on the surface of a lake. Underneath are swirt currents — economic, 
political, and cultural. But the visible pattern is slow-moving and 
incomprehensible. In its whorl several streams may be discerned. 
They come from different sources and run at different speeds. The 
curling flow may be conceived as one movement or as a series of 
interrelated movements. We are justified in thinking of them as 
“nationalism” or as a number of separate recurring protests against 
oppression. The people of this region may be visualized as an army 
in the global struggle for human freedom; but one may also think 
of them as so many different divisions, each carrying on its own 
little war. Again, one may place in the focus of attention the ripples 
of unrest produced by change within Oriental society itself or see 
the whole as a phase in the titanic contest between progress and 
reaction that divides the whole world. 

We cannot now measure the relative strength of the nationalist 
surge and of local disturbances. These forces of political and 
economic conflict are expressions of something still tleeper; every- 
where new social, even religious aspirations vie with age-old fears 
and superstitions. New contacts between cultures that have 
developed in isolation now take something from the experience and 
the wisdom of each people and make it the possession of all. New 
knowledge cannot be suppressed, however dangerous it may l>e to 
the established institutions. The Thai, the Indonesians, the Annam- 
ites, the Malayans, the Filipinos — even the Laos, the Kachin, the 
Dyak, the Moro — are strangers no more to the emancipating stream 
of new information that flows through Oriental society. Analogies 
with the changes which the Renaissance brought to Occidental 
society five centuries ago are relevant and useful — but dangerous if 
carried too far. We must never forget that the society we deal with 
in South-east Asia is still essentially an Oriental one and one con- 
siderably influenced by a tropical environment. Such terms as 
nationalism, racialism, nativism, or liberalism, industrial revolution, 
even bolshevism, here have different connotations. In all the region 
there is no “nation” and no “class” in the sense in which the social 
scientist usually understands these divisions. In none of the coun- 
tries, for example, do all, or a large majority, of the people speak 
the same tongue and have the same historic traditions— a rather 
elastic term, by the way. The languages of this region are inter- 
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related, yet distant enough from each other for an almost com- * 
plete lack of intercourse except in the coastal regions and, of course, ! 

through the educated classes and those engaged in trade and com- 
munication. 

The Language Problem jji 

Upon the many languages and dialects in all of the politically 
connected areas there are superimposed one or more official Ian- \ 

guages, but even these are not taught in all the schools. The 1t \ 

Filipinos have had to throw away one such official and supposedly 
common language, Spanish, as no longer serving the purpose of 
more than a small minority, and are on ’ ' the 

advice of some of their own scholars and ■ wing 

English into the discard, too, so as to put Tagalog, a native language, 
in its place. There are many objections to this course, but from the 
standpoint of the Filipino ruling class the choice is logical. Similar :1 j 

elevations to official status of one of several native idioms have had ! ;j 

to be made by many European nations before they could become 
united. 

Since nationalism, as a movement, precedes the birth of a nation, 
a common language can take root only where the pre-national i 

government permits it to do so. Otherwise we would have to define 
nationalism as a product of a nation already in control of the means 
of its own solidification and perpetuation. Now, colonial govern- 
ments, especially those which manage to rule through partial recog- , 

nition of native law and native dynasties, have no desire to see their j 

authority challenged by having too many indigenous people share ;j 

with them the use of an Occidental language in which “dangerous ' ! 

thoughts” are openly discussed. They solve the practical problem | 

of making themselves understood by the people through the expedi- ;j 

ent of recognizing as an official means of communication a native j 

idiom— one not too difficult to learn — along with their own alien i 

language. 

As a result, in some countries the language most commonly 
taught in the schools is one which is not that of a large majority 
of the people or even historically part of its culture. An interesting 
example is the language history of the Indies under Netherlands 
rule. First, after assuming control over parts of the archipelago now 
united under its flag, the Government had to extirpate the Portu- 

g iese language from its dominant role. But the effort to substitute 
utch for it failed, so that the colonial government made a virtue 
of a necessity and deliberately reserved the teaching of Dutch, and 
hence its use, for members of the privileged upper class. This policy 
coincided with the logic of indirect rule which also was adopted 
after failure of the initial attempts, in the seventeenth century and l 
early in the eighteenth, to subject the diverse peoples of the new 
empire to a more unified form of control. The limitation of Dutch 
language teaching in die Indies also served to obscure the weakness 
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of the Netherlands in competition with Great Britain in world trade. 

Almost surreptitiously, Malay became the second official language, 
instead of Javanese which is spoken by six times as many subjects. 
One reason given for this choice is that the Javanese language is 
especially difficult to learn, hut the same might be said of literary : 
Malay, which few Occidentals fully master. Another reason some- 
times heard is that the Hollanders did not easily abandon the hope 
that eventually the Malay Peninsula and perhaps other neighbour- 
ing territories might some day be combined with the islands under 
their rule. But there was no need for official encouragement: low ‘ 
Malay -Jaag-muleisch — is the common language of many groups : 
dispersed over an immense area. Malay was and is the medium of 
trade for the coasts and islands in both the Pacific and the Indian 
oceans. This “trade Malay” is related to most of the languages of 
the hemisphere. As Wilhelm von Humboldt first pointed out a 
hundred and fifty years ago, the Indonesian and Polynesian lan- 
guages are of common origin; a single language family rules from 
Formosa to New Zealand, from the Easter Islands to Madagascar. » 

From the standpoint of nation-building, an official language which ' 
is not that of the politically and economically dominant group, the i 
Javanese, has advantages as well as drawbacks. It would certainly ! 
have taken a long time before some of the important minorities, ; 
some of them Christian and educationally more advanced, would 
have accepted the cultural dominance of the Javanese in a united 
Indonesia. Then there are large population groups, like the Chinese, 
which are descended from immigrants and still have contacts with 
their home country, groups which must play an important role in 
a future Indonesian nation because of their international affiliations; 
and such groups obviously are already somewhat familiar with an 1 
idiom so largely used in the inter-regional and international trade. . 

The Malay language is officially recognized, along with English, 1 
in British Malaya. Only a minority of the population are Malays; ( 
and these are not to be compared in influence on the colony’s affairs . 
with the wealthy and educated Chinese. But the majority of the 
natives are Malays and understand the standard Peninsula- ; 
Sumatran Malay dialect even though their own local dialects differ 
from it in varying degrees. It is difficult to imagine that Malay will : 
ever take the place of English hi c /-::a: :sr.- bur stranger things 
have happened. I have heard humpr,.:: > :■■. Wsiri): say that they 
have learned the vulgar form of Malay, sufficient for all their pur- 
poses, in two months; but such a statement only betrays how little 
interest such men have in the country where they live and in the 
mentality of those around them. An educated Malayan may con- 
verse with a foreigner in the language of the market place and the 
dockyard; for conversation with his equals he has a language which 
in syntax and flexibility is comparable with other media that have | 
for many centuries served moral philosophy, jurisprudence, and [ 
poetry. Again, the situation is by no means unusual. Almost any- ! 



where in the illiterate world the majority of the native population 
know at best a few words outside those in their own dialect; and 
this has a restricted use when the landscape is broken up by sea or 
mountain. 

In Burma, most advanced, perhaps, on the way toward nation- 
hood, Tibeto-Chinese, Deutero-Malay and proto-Malay languages, 
with many dialects and local variations, are spoken. On the extreme 
southern coast one can get away with only a knowledge of low — 
or trade — Malay; but it is the regular idiom of only a small minority. 
Burmese is, along with English, an official language. It is spoken as 
the main language, in sixteen dialects, by almost ten out of the 
sixteen million people. Several more millions speak a little Burmese 
as a secondary language. 

Thai, the official language of Thailand, has the advantage that 
its different dialects are not too distinct. The absorption of other 
ethnic groups at different times within the country’s borders has 
produced no special problems since these groups usually were less 
advanced in culture than the Burmans and, anyhow, treated as 
subject peoples. There is also a vulgar variation of the Thai lan- 
guage, which contains only a few hundred words, some of them of 
alien origin. In the more elaborate form in which it is spoken in 
educated circles, the Thai language has even more borrowed words 
— almost as much as has the Japanese — and this is a sign of con- 
siderable cultural activity and change. The puppet government will 
experience difficulty, however, in trying to make itself understood 
even by the upper classes in the four northern states of Malaya 
which the Japanese Prime Minister presented to it in July, 1943. 

The Government of Indo-China has until quite recently stuck to 
the idea that French might become the only language of import- 
ance there. This was partly on political and economic grounds : as 
the bureaucracy saw it, nothing would so strongly chain the colony 
to France as a growing community of culture. To the native people 
this desire for the dominance of French was made palatable by 
associating with its advocacy the assurance that thus, and thus 
alone, could racial discrimination be eliminated and educational 
opportunities be shared by Occidentals and Orientals alike. In cer- 
tain Annamite circles, such assurances were received with acclaim. 
They were eager to become recognised as carriers of French civiliza- 
tion. In favour of French are the difficulty of the Annamese tongue 
and the enormous variety of other native languages. Nevertheless, 
Annamese lias to some extent become a language of inter-communb 
cation, at least in three of the most populous provinces; and a 
romanized simplified version of it has been adopted for mass educa- 
tion. Its use is less widespread than that of Malay in Netherlands 
India or Burmese and Thai in their respective countries. This is only 
another way of saying that Indo-China is less advanced on the road 
toward national unity than are these other countries. Since the turn 
of the century, the building up of an Annamese literature has made 
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some progress; hut since the intelligentsia continues to look to 
France, and the rest of the population remains in extreme want 
and ignorance, there was no well-knit cultural nationalism from 
which a political unity might have been forged to arrest the Japanese 
encroachments. 

The relation of language to nationalism in South-east Asia is 
different from what it was in Europe during a comparable period 
of political development. When in the nineteenth century the 
height of national consciousness was reached on that continent, 
revivals of native cultures were necessary to independence because 
the ruling class was engulfed by the cultures of the more powerful 
states from which the people tried to break loose. But the cultivation 
of native poetry and song, folklore and history, did not mean that 
these people cut themselves off from the main currents of European 
civilization. In colonial Asia, on the other hand, even an incomplete 
cultural isolation would do just that, because there those currents 
have penetrated much less deeply, and the groups acquainted with 
European languages are both too small and too unrepresentative 
socially to he eligible alone for popular leadership. 

This difference is significant for the nativist movement also in 
its supra-national, regional aspects. Pan-Germanic and Pan-Slavic 
movements originated with groups that were thoroughly versed ill 
the dominant cultures of Western Europe but tried to get away 
from them. To attain to equality with the larger powers it was 
necessary to strengthen the cohesion of those 'gathered together 
under the new racial or cultural banner. This meant that their 
common stock of speech, literature, and customs had to be freed as 
much as possible of the accretions. But in South-east Asia no strong 
nativist union is thinkable that does not use to the fullest extent au 
the instrumentalities of modern civilization. And although that 
civilization is no longer limited to a few countries in Western 
Europe, the key to it is through European languages and ideologies. 
It is for this reason that access to education in a European language 
and to the teaching of European subjects has been so strongly 
stressed by insurgent native youth. Schools that keep locked doors 
to the world of today and its inner workings cannot aid emancipa- 
tion but only perpetuate subjection. To explain the insistent clamour 
for European schools with motives of commercial interest, with a 
superficial desire for equality, or with mere vanity, is to overlook, 
the main issue. 

It is true, there are dangers in an unlimited admission of the 
colonial people to Western knowledge— and not only from the 
standpoint of the colonial powers, A real mastery of the foreign 
language and of subjects but little related to the immediate realities 
of native life cannot be attained simply through an elementary 
education given in that foreign language. Only those who can afford 
a higher education will achieve that mastery. And they, instead of 
placing it at the service of their fellows, may use it only for their 
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own advancement and through it may became alienated from their 
countrymen. However, we may pause at this point and ponder the 
fact that this has not to any large extent taken place in the Philip- 
pines where elementary schools are conducted in English and until 
recent years largely by American teachers. Fluency in the use of the 
foreign language there does not mean at all identification with 
American rather than Filipino interests. One often hears of English- 
speaking Malayans or Burmese that they are “more English than 
the English themselves” and of T ~' 1 1 ' A nnamites that 

they are “better Frenchmen thar ' I have never 

heard it said of any class of Filipinos that they are better Americans 
titan our own citizens — not even in fun. The explanation is that 
where only the upper classes absorb something of the foreign culture 
they are liable to absorb with it the attitude of the dominant ruling 
class toward workers and peasants. But Americans from the start 
undertook to prepare the Filipinos for self-government; and what- 
ever snobbishness there may be among individual Americans, it 
cannot be said that closer association with American civilization 
dampens the ardour for democracy. On the contrary, respect for the 
rights of even the most humble was one of the things which many 
or the sons and daughters of the well-to-do caciques (landlords) 
heard for the first time expounded in the American school. 

The more affluent classes certainly will dominate the scene as the 
peoples of tropical Asia move toward larger instalments of self- 
government. With the language and educational situation as it is 
today, the only alternative to imperial rule is native class rule. This 
is neither in the interest of the people nor of the metropolitan 
powers. It can be averted only by ■ • : ! - ’■ ■ ■},. ■!.■» which is 

necessary for a gradual rise to n ' » ■ is*; ■. ic.nc; s : > • to the 

masses. 

The Philippine educational system may not be the best for that 
purpose since it does not actually, because of the cost involved, 
reach its objective. But there are possible combinations of element- 
ary with advanced types of education, which without overstressing 
the importance of literacy in a European language nevertheless give 
the greater part of the population a grounding in the essentials of 
modern civilization. From the standpoint of the colonial authorities 
entrusted with the duties of trusteeship in a period of transition, it 
is important that the different stages of entry into the modern world 
do not become merely stepping stones to privilege for a favoured 
few — with the probability of violent and destructive social upheavals 
later on. From the standpoint of the nativists, a wider access to 
modern civilization has the advantage that every step forward in 
civic participation will also be a forward step toward better mutual 
understanding between the different ethnic groups that make up 
the population. Moreover, only through the instrumentalities of 
modern civilization, as necessarily related in its early stages to an 
alien language and alien thinking, can the many separate peoples 
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of the region eventually form a powerful regional society, compar- 
able with that, say, of the Near East. 

Nativism and Political Unity 

Perhaps all this is not nationalism at all. It is possible to argue 
that in the years before the war the swelling opposition to imperial 
rule assumed the cloak of nationalism only as a temporary means 
of social advance and unification. In Europe we identify nationalist 
movements with ethnic separatism. Even small minorities diere 
often become “nationalities,” and some of them in recent history 
have been strong enough to create self-governing states which, even 
in the matter of cultural identity, have barely enough cohesion for 
national continuity. But in South-east Asia the presumably national- 
ist movements include diverse, and sometimes sharply different, 
ethnic elements. The reason is that these movements develop within 
the frame of political units that are arbitrary configurations and 
derive from the rivalry of imperial powers and not at all from the 
logic of the racial, cultural, or economic history of the region. 

Within liring memory, territories have been swapped, annexed, 
provided with new forms of government, combined and divided, 
without so much as “by your leave” as far as the populations were 
concerned. Socially and economically, British Malaya and Thailand 
overlap; so do Indo-China and Thailand. The recent grab of French 
and British territory by Thailand’s war-time rulers may be of little 
historic consequence since new exchanges of territory will probably 
take place when the Axis powers have been defeated and peace has 
been restored; or it may permanently alienate some millions of 
people from their previous allegiance. The peculiar combination of 
possessions and protectorates that make up British Malaya and 
British Borneo looks more like an accidental accumulation of terri- 
tories rather than “empire building” — the more so when we remem- 
ber that the strategy which made the little island of Singapore 
seem worth a trade with the Netherlands for other territory much 
richer in resources did not, after all, work out in the moment of 
crisis. British imperialists, in fact, often point out that it was not a F 
consistent policy of aggrandizement but an accident of historic mis- 
sions which produced the peculiar configuration of the empire, i 
.Under the American and Philippine flags we have the Sulu Archi- 
pelago, with its Mohammedan ruler, a possession which with just 
as much fitness might have fallen to either Britain or the Nether- ‘ 
lands. And until very recently there were in every country of the 
region groups which, so far from associating themselves with the 
nationalist movement, vigorously opposed it because of their fear 
of the dominant native group. ; 

One might go on enumerating obvious anomalies. The people of 
Timor still are subject to Portugal which can do nothing tor them, 
being itself practically a dependency. The Malays of British Malaya, : 
descended from those in Sumatra, were separated from their kind | 
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by the battle of Waterloo. Javanese labourers, forced by their poverty 
to go away from home to work on contract, hardly seem to care 1 
whether they are sent to Dutch Sumatra or to British Malaya. 

In short, among all these diverse peoples, with their diverse 
degrees of attachment to their own country, nationalism does not 
seem to make much sense. At any rate, it can hardly be the sole 
guide to post-war political reconstruction in South-east Asia. But 
something else does make sense. That something has been so well 
said in a New York Times editorial of March i, 1942, that I state it 
in the words of that newspaper : 

"Should we expect a Filipino, a Malay, a Chinese, a Burmese, 
an East Indian, to die for South Bend, Ind., or Nottingham, Eng- 
land? Of course we should not. If he risks his life it will be for 
something near home, for a freedom that will make itself felt in 
his little street, within the four walls of his small house. The 
Filipinos have had assurance of that freedom — they fight magni- 
ficently. Hie Chinese war has been an epic of heroism — the 
Chinese hope to conquer freedom for themselves. The Javanese 
are militant — they have been promised freedom. The Burmese, 
the Malays and the East Indians have not been sure— they wait 
for a promise that has been long in coming, though it is clearly 
on the way. 

“This, simply stated, is the problem and the hope of Asia. The 
dross of imperialism is being burned away in the heat of this 
war. The French Revolution of 1789, which Hitler hoped to kill 
at long last in Europe, has reached the Far East, It is a revolution 
that has been turned, by die majestic tide of history, against the 
Axis Powers. It is one that the Western civilization, surviving in 
Great Britain, the Dominions, the United States and die govern- 
ments in exile, must accept because of the exigencies of war, and 
can accept because it is consistent with their own democratic 
faith. 

“Difficulties lie in the way of any transition from dependence 
to independence. But the days when any people can be governed 
without that people’s consent will end with the victory of the 
United Nations.” 

The goal here sketched can be achieved either within or without 
the framework of a national state. President Quezon and representa- 
.tives of Free Thailand take a broad international attitude toward 
post-war problems of political adjustment because they are already 
in a position to look upon national independence for their own 
people as achieved. In some of their speeches they plead for the 
application of the United Nations’ democratic principles to all the 
peoples of South-east Asia and for the relinquishment of the old 
colonial system in every part of the region. They demand that the 
principles of the Atlantic Charter and die Four Freedoms should be 
applied fully and concretely to the social, political, and economic 
relations of South-east Asia. 
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The task is primarily one for the peoples of the region them- 
selves. The question is, will the spectacle of an India divided against 
itself be repeated? Will lack of political experience on the part of 
the masses bring to the posts of leadership in the different camps 
men who never can be expected to represent more than a small 
minority? Will the arbitrary division of the region between imperial 
powers and a few free states have to be continued as the basic 
pattern of nation-building— because no other political division is 
practically possible? 

It is clear that the existing boundaries respect neither geographi- 
cal nor ethnic entities. Do they fulfil useful economic functions? 
Perhaps they do if one accepts the traditional colonial concept. 
When that is abandoned, it is clear enough that almost any 
economic activity of advantage to the native people is hindered by 
the lack of any kind of machinery for their political co-operation. 
If the life of small states is economically unstable in Europe, that 
of the dependencies in the Pacific has proved even more precarious. 

Suggestions are sometimes made for a closer political association 
in South-east Asia between neighbouring countries which have 
similar products. This obviously will be in the main for the benefit 
of investors and producers who would benefit from a more unified 
control of production and prices. But in themselves the diverse 
opportunities of a more effective international collaboration for 
economic ends can hardly be considered reason enough to justify 


far-reaching political changes. 

Moreover, it is by no means sure that questions of economic 
interest, especially those concerning foreign trade, will dominate or 
seriously influence the future political configuration of the region. 
That might be the case if the colonial orientation were to remain 
essentially intact. But it is precisely the change from the old 
colonialism to a new type of relationship between the technically 
more advanced and the more backward parts of the world that will 
express itself in the post-war political reconstruction. The great 
majority of the people of South-east Asia who are to be gradually 
introduced into a democratic world order have little experience in 
economic thinking and none in imperial thinking. Indeed, a fervent 
nationalism, as we know from the recent history of Central Europe, 
may disregard material interests and exaggerate the importance to 
national strength of cultural homogeneity. It must be supposed, 
therefore, that to the extent to which the indigenous peoples are 
drawn into the formulation of policies, non-economic motives will 
have great weight. Nations are not born in the counting-house nor 
federal unions in the stock-market. 

The main question still is whether the peoples of the colonial and 
near-colonial regions of the world will have any say at all on the 
issues of post-war reconstruction. As far as South-east Asia is con- 
cerned, only a few of them have even the beginnings of representa- 
tive government. Nevertheless, if a sharing of trusteeship between 



the stronger powers should develop and if the gradual preparation 
of the dependent peoples for self-determination should become a 
major international policy, all regulations of boundaries and all new 
agreements for economic collaboration would of necessity assume 
a forward-looking character. The material interests of the masses 
without political power may not at once prevail to the extent indi- 
cated in President Roosevelt’s remark, but some of the human reali- 
ties of the region certainly would be taken into consideration. These 
realities involve economic and cultural patterns that overlap any 
political map which could be drawn. 

The social cross-sections of tropical Asia — the religious affiliation, 
for example-— do not show up as much during the war as they do in 
normal times. All we can see now from the sparse news received 
arc evidences of patriotism and of loyalty to the cause of the United 
Nations in most parts of the region, and the contrary in but a lew. 
These, however, arc passing phenomena. Even the tragedy of the 
Japanese occupation with all the brutality of its destruction and 
requisitioning may soon be forgotten if the old class struggles of 
the colonial era are allowed to return. Patriotism, as a matter of 
fact, is a term to be used with discretion when applied to peoples 
only just emerging to political consciousness and trained to obedi- 
ence. It implies a mentality that does not yet exist where the relation 
of a people to its government is still so largely a passive one. 

Indeed, even the concept of nation-building in a largely colonial 
region may strike some of my readers as odd. Why should these 
masses of poor and tradition-minded brown and yellow people, now 
tied as subjects to alien metropolitan powers, have to go through a 
national phase at all in a world that is tending more and more to 
vast empires, commonwealths, and federations of states? Perhaps 
one-tenth of the population of South-east Asia, moreover, are immi- 
grants or descendants of immigrants with ties to India or China, 
countries which are becoming stronger and more self-conscious poli- 
tically. Other millions feel drawn to the foreign centres of their 
religious faith, or feel a special kinship with persons of their faith, 
irrespective of their race and nationality. Will the man who takes 
pride in the advance of his mother country or the man whose heart 
aches for a glimpse of his holy city be classed as a second-rate citizen 
in the country of which he is a national? Or will the coming 
civilization of the region be a pluralistic one, in law as well as in 
culture, with room for many degrees of affection for the place where 
a man happens to live? 

There is not in South-east Asia a single country where the sense 
of nationhood is strong enough to dominate all those other pulls on 
men’s interests and emotions that constitute their social universe. 
There are beginning to appear economic classes more conscious of 
that which separates them from others in their own community 
than of that which separates them from members of their class in 
some other country. The pounding, equalizing force of large-scale 
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modern^ enterprise has created a proletariat before there was a 
nation. “Importations” of labour, reducing millions to a status little 
different from that of a work animal, have driven wedges into the 
older group-consciousness that was based on kinship, 

Once anything like a popular franchise has been achieved, there 
will not in this kind of society be a middle class strong enough to 
stay in the saddle without the support of farmers and labourers. In 
the Philippines, in Thailand, and in Burma, it is true, movements 
of political liberation have been carried by a native middle class; 
but its strength in every case has come from popular demands for 
reforms in the interest of land-hungry peasants and sweated 
labourers. When they dissociate themselves from the dynamic 
source of strength, politicians and political independence " move- 
ments are short-lived. In Indo-China, for instance, the revolutionary 
groups were strong when they attacked not only foreign imperial 
rule but also the incompetent and corrupt officials of their own race 
and nationality. When they curbed their zeal in this respect, the 
movement disintegrated. 

Before discussing at greater length the political future of South- 
east Asia, let us once more review very briefly some of the main 
ingredients. The region as a whole is drawn together by a degree 
of kinship which does not suffice to create a consciousness of racial 
unity but is pronounced enough to preclude the appearance of 
serious antagonisms on the ground of race. liven the large immi- 
grant populations — against which there has been much feeling 
because of the injurious economic role which some of their numbers 
have played — are to a high degree assimilated. A tropical climate 
and the living conditions which it so largely determines make for 
similarity in basic psychological tendencies. Hence there are also 
similarities in historical experience, and these have been increased by 
the rise and fall of empires that have spread over large parts of the 
region. Like forms of oppression have created like outbursts of revolt 
and like forms of adjustment of manners and morals. In contrast, 
the present joint task of deliverance from the Japanese domination 
finds by far the largest numbers of all ethnic groups in the region 
consciously allied with each other and with their respective metro- 
politan mother countries among the United Nations. 

A certain unity of character and of outlook may therefore be 
claimed for all the peoples of South-east Asia. But much stronger 
thus far are those ties which are neither regional nor national but 
bind particular groups and classes together in the pursuit of com- 
mon ideals and common interests. It "would be an exaggeration to 
say that a single, inclusive new nation, composed of all or most of 
the peoples of the region, is in the making. But it is possible that, 
without going through all the stages of a maturing nationalism, 
these people will enter the comity of nations with new types of 
regional adjustment, corresponding on the one hand to their more 
recent experience of a more or less benevolent imperial affiliation, 
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and, on the other, to .their common stakes in a more secure and 
prosperous regional Lebensraum. 

Human bonds that did not exist a century ago, causes that were 
not even dreamed of, stresses and strains created by top-heavy 
administrations and controls — all have contributed toward' the 
formation of a type of society in South-east Asia for which there 
are no true analogies. No one knows of what heights of cultural 
achievement that society may be capable when the main causes of 
ill-health, physical inefficiency, and mental lethargy have been 
removed, “Stone-age people skipping a thousand years,” somebody 
has said of some of the primitive Malays who go straight from their 
palm-thatched village homes into a modern army, a factory, or a 
mission school. But many of them are not so primitive. Buried in 
the jungles are memories of high civilizations that go hack at least 
to the time of the European Middle Ages. Their steps from 
peasantry to modern economy are not so very different, after all, 
from those of the Calabrian peasant who lands on our American 
shore and a few weeks later drives a truck down one of our busy 
city streets. They are learning so fast that almost everything one 
reads about “native character” and “native ability” i,s out of date 
and, at best, only an amusing subjective impression. 

Throughout the greater part of the region no single ethnic group 
today forms a large homogeneous society. Races and cultures are 
mixed up in colourful patterns of community life. A new tolerance 
is growing up and a new mental flexibility that makes possible ever 
more difficult adjustments to new conditions. 

There are striking examples in tropical Asia of the ways in 
which groups branching from the same or related racial roots have 
adapted themselves to different environments and have, in the 
course of centuries, themselves become so different in looks and in 
modes of living that almost all appearance of kinship has dis- 
appeared. Some of them have so frequently adapted themselves to 
new conditions imposed by new rulers that at last they have become 
adapted to the condition of change itself. In some parts of die 
region the indigenous people have in a few generations helped 
to transform a backwater of world civilization into a demonstra- 
tion centre of progress; and that demonstration is still going on 
and evolving. All the customary laws, all the institutions, all’ the 
hereditary distinctions of status, all the beliefs, all the arts and 
lores, marvellously preserved in many cases, are now put to the 
test of a new kind of “opening up,” very different from the opening 
up of the region for trade by the Merchant Adventurer Guilds and 
the East India Companies. 

The present war has a special significance for South-east Asia. 
It is a war for democracy and the four freedoms there, too; but 
especially it is a war for the minds of coming generations. Past 
wars have been for concessions of land and natural resources. This 
war is for the greatest of unused resources, for the spiritual freedom 
of the people. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

CHANGING AIMS OF GOVERNMENT 

Nationalism— in the broader sense in which that terra is now 
commonly used— no longer confronts a solid opposition in South- 
east Asia. The two dominant imperial powers of the region, Great 
Britain and the Netherlands, now accept it as an inevitable con- 
comitam of their own major policy. Both accept the newer prin- 
ciple of “partnership” in the relations between mother country and 
dependency as an extension of the older principle of “trusteeship.” 
Both claim that for some time the welfare of the native people 
has been the first concern of their colonial rule, and that the terra 
“welfare” must be understood as including a gradually expanding 
participation of the colonial people in their own government. That 
progress in this direction has not been more rapid they explain 
with the necessarily slow growth of civic responsibility and the 
wide gulf that still exists between native attitudes and the require- 
ments of modem rule. Moreover, the development of instruments 
to speed that growth, especially of schools, has been held back 
by a low productivity and a correspondingly inadequate public 
revenue. The discrepancy between aims and means became pro- 
nounced during the years of economic depression and the threat 
of war. 

One may well accept these explanations and expressions of pur- 
pose and yet believe that in the years to come it should be possible 
to convert trusteeship into partnership at a much more rapid rate. 
There can be no return to the proved insecurity of the old colonial 
system; safety lies in the achievement of that community of interest 
which rests not only on the consent of the governed but on the 
active collaboration of all classes and all ethnic population groups 
in the building of a strong state. Such provisions as exist today 
in the dependencies to consult the wishes of the people on matters 
of vital importance to them do not correspond to the ability which 
they have already attained to judge issues that affect them and to 
arrive at reasonable decisions concerning them. This to some 
extent is true of all classes, though the range of issues that concern 
them will be greater in the case of Javanese industrialists or 
Burmese rice merchants than in the case of Papuan tribesmen or 
of “shifting cultivators” in the Malayan jungles. The existing 
beginnings of representative government do no justice to the 
earnestness and competency with which the indigenous farmers of 
all the countries manage their own affairs within the limits in 
which they are free to do so. 

Too sudden and all-inclusive a change from one political status 
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to another may well be disastrous to good government; but an 
undue prolongation of the transition stage between wardship and 
self-determination also has its dangers. Under the colonial system, 
commerce, shipping, and other elements of external economic 
strength have assumed an importance in the thinking of govern- 
ments out of all proportion to the more intimate problems that 
press on the lives of the great majority. Even today those spokes- 
men among colonial administrators who have shown themselves 
sympathetic to native demands for self-rule often seem concerned 
more with the status of the relatively small indigenous and alien 
Asiatic elements that are close to the ruling class and have already 
achieved a considerable independence from the old traditional 
social order than with the status of the masses which are quite 
remote from modern life even when they are to some extent domi- 
nated by it. We have, of course, the same tendency also in 
independent states which may go far toward liberalizing the fran- 
chise for some parts of the populadon and calling its members to 
every kind of administrative role, yet keep other parts of the 
population deprived of even the most elementary civic rights. The 
great difference is that in a colonial country the wholly disfran- 
chised groups tend to be the great majority. When in such a 
country the welfare of the common people is a conscious and 
strong element 6f policy, the greater interest of the politically vocal 
groups in foreign trade and outer strength produces a dualism of 
political and administrative purpose which creates many difficulties. 
The colonial society is conceived as being divided into two sections 
with separate economies, one related to the world at large and 
dealing in large figures, the other “native” and economically of 
little importance to the outside world. 

It is true that native economy, native law, native religious beliefs, 
and native production for native use can become exceedingly 
troublesome to the colonial government; but they are not allowed 
j to encroach upon the chief area of imperial concern, the depen- 
dency’s contribution to the trade, the raw-material resources, the 
financial strength, perhaps also the security, of the mother country. 

In South-east Asia the typical colonial picture is complicated 
by the inclusion of countries in different stages of dependence. In 
fact, the word “dependency” which not so long ago was extensively 
used in the literature because the word “colony” was held to mis- 
represent the relationship and gave offence, has now itself ceased to 
be respectable; writers who defend imperial systems often protest 
that such territories as Burma, the Netherlands Indies, the Philip- 
pines, or even Malaya, are not dependencies any more than they 
are colonies. We need not here go into distinctions of political 
phraseology; but it is important to note that the unpopularity of 
imperial relationships has gone far enough in some quarters to 
make others, although they see nothing wrong in them, prefer to 
avoid a vocabulary that arouses so much antagonism. It would not 
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be surprising if as a result of the post-war shifts in imperial respon- 
sibility all colonies were henceforth to be described as ‘'mandates’* 
— on the ground perhaps that at least in principle the right to 
their government has been conferred on the metropolitan power 
or at least confirmed by some external world authority. 

This is not the place to describe in detail the governments of 
South-east Asia or to examine the substantial benefits that have 
often accrued to other countries which had free access to economic 
opportunities in the colonies without sharing in the responsibility 
for their management or defence. Other writers have dealt at 
length with these subjects. But a note of warning is needed lest 
some reader should have an exaggerated notion of the actual power 
of the nations whose flags wave over the public buildings. Some of 
the dependencies are made up of colonics directly administered, 
of protectorates nominally self-governing, and of units in an inter- 
mediate stage not easy to label definitely. In several instances the 
occupation of the whole territory which on the map is coloured 
red for Britain, yellow for the Netherlands, blue for France, and 
green for the United States is quite recent, and while law and order 
were maintained in every part of the territory claimed, the organs 
and activities of administration in the interior were often little 
more than an occasional visit from a magistrate. 


Government and Social Welfare 
Our concern here, recognizing these limitations on the actual 
exercise of administrative power, is with the ways in which the 
various systems and policies of government affect the fortunes of 
the native people, help or hinder the satisfaction of their normal 
desires, and keep in step with or remain behind the rising ambitions 
of those who have come in contact with modern ideas. But good 
government in a tropical region where a large part of the popula- 
tion still dwells mentally in the pre-industrial era obviously means 
something different from good government in a region far advanced 
in the mastery of modern techniques. In some respects, it is true, 
an Eastern government with modern standards has difficulties 
similar to those a Western government has at home when it rules 
over a population made up in large part of backward aborigines. 
The problems of Thailand are not so different from those of 
Bulgaria, the problems of the Philippines from those of Bolivia. 
Even such countries as the United States and Canada, with their 
large population groups only a few decades removed from an 
illiterate European peasantry, face cultural complications m the 
administration of their laws. Such governments if their rule is not 
to be overweighted by the interests of the more advanced popula- 
tion groups must keep to secure the active co-operauon of the more 
backward ones in all their programmes of economic and social 
advance. They may even go out of their way to provide such 
opportunities. f _ 



The field of public health has in South-east Asia been largely 
instrumental in gaining the confidence of even the least progressive 
indigenous groups. Its benefits are direct and can easily be appre- 
ciated. Administered with due regard to prevailing beliefs and 
customs, it permits the introduction of innovations in social 
organization for practical ends. On the other hand, a sudden tran- 
sition from a traditional economy of barter to a money economy 
or from established co-operative labour arrangements to wage 
labour may have disruptive effects that cannot be entirely foreseen. 
Health ana long life are matters of common interest. What seems 
like indifference to hygiene may be no more than a compound of 
ignorance and of helplessness in the unequal struggle between 
human ingenuity and the demons that lurk in swamp and jungle. 

There will always be differences of opinion as to the extent to 
which a government is justified in public-health expenditures on 
behalf of classes or population groups which contribute little to 
the public revenue or which cannot, without even greater expendi- 
tures, be permanently lifted out of the physical and mental environ- 
ment which breeds disease. Large employers may be assumed to 
have an interest in the physical efficiency of the village groups 
from which they draw their labour; but when the potential labour 
supply seems practically inexhaustible, the prospect of an imme- 
diate addition to their expenditure — whether direct or through 
taxes — may weigh more heavily with them than the inefficiency of 
which they complain. Cost of production still is a ledger item in 

P rivate industry that cannot in part be charged against increased 
uture profits. Especially when public health campaigns are directed 
against contagious diseases or a high infantile mortality, , the 
benefits to the employing class are too remote to be of economic 
interest to it. The more influential groups in a colonial or semi- 
colonial country will usually protest against a large increase in 
such public expenditures. 

In the Netherlands Indies, with practically no recourse to immi- 
gration to man the big estates and factories, a fully developed 
system of public-health provision is to be expected. In British 
Malaya, where the large employers until recently relied for their 
labour supplies almost exclusively on recruiting abroad, the state 
does less — and progressive and humane private enterprises are 
obliged to assume a larger responsibility. The cost of supporting 
worn-out Tamil contract labourers has hitherto fallen mainly on 
their compatriots in Madras. Yet the differences from country to 
country are not perhaps as great as might be expected. Colonial 
governments, even with the best intentions and with ample public 
support, never have enough funds to do the indispensable minimum 
that would be expected of them if the whole population were 
European. They take credit in their public-health reports for services 
and for "improvements” so basically necessary that in any modern 
self-governing country they would be taken for granted. In short, 
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the standards of public health provision in any colonial country — 
and those of South-east Asia are no exception—are far below those 
in efficiently governed independent states. 

Generally speaking, health conditions in tropical Asia are bad. 
They are bad because the public health authorities cannot control 
some of the major sources of contagion. For example, economic 
opportunity has drawn vast populations to malaria-infested low- 
lands that should not have been settled at all. Swamps and jungles 
sometimes remain unreclaimed even close to centres of population 
because it would cost too much to drain or clear them. Above all, 

P a large part of the population means that 
■ ■ -are rampant. So, of course, arc many other 

diseases caused by want. The idea has long prevailed that tuber- 
culosis, until recently our most dreaded poverty disease in the 
Occident, is absent from the tropics. This is not so. “Tuberculosis 
in all its forms, and especially as a lung disease, is very prevalent 
throughout the country,” says a report from Netherlands India. 
In Thailand, both the tuberculosis death-rate and infantile mor- 
tality — the two indices often used to measure poverty and over- 
crowding in the Western world — arc exceptionally high. Rangoon 
has the second highest death-rate from tuberculosis in the world. 
One out of every four children born in certain parts of Burma dies 
in infancy. In the Philippines, despite great advances in preventive 
hygiene, tuberculosis accounts for more than one-sixth or the total 
number of deaths, and its incidence is rising. The death-rate from 
the disease is five times that in the state of New York. 

Malnutrition and overcrowding, the twin causes of ill-health, 
are so widespread in South-east Asia because the phenomenal 
growth of its population has not been accompanied by a corres- 
ponding growth of wealth- — at least of wealth available for the 
people’s use. In some areas there has not been a corresponding 
growth of production, so that the drain of wealth is not the main 
cause. In Java, for example, the increase in food production has 
not kept pace with population growth, although dry lands have 
been irrigated and methods of rice cultivation have been intensified. 
The population of the island has doubled several times in the course 
of a single century, chiefly because internal strife was eliminated. 
Yet a high infantile mortality shows that the population might 
have grown even faster if the rate of food production could have 
been still further raised, at the expense of industrial export crops. 

Lack of modern methods of production, superstition, incontin- 
ence, and other factors reflecting unfavourably upon the people 
have been emphasized by Occidental observers as the causes of a 
growing maladjustment between population and resources in the 
Asiatic tropics. Causes unfavourable to the reputation of govern- 
ments have been minimized. But perhaps a fairer and more dis- 
cerning judgment could be reached if the facts were weighed 
objectively without attempting to cast blame on anyone. A circum- 


stance which then emerges as a major cause in the incompatibility 
of a native economy of self-sufficiency with a national economy 
centred upon foreign trade. When the owners of a large enterprise 
are of a culture different from that of the indigenous population, 
the discrepancy between the pursuit of their own interest and that 
of the native welfare is bound to be great. For centuries the people, 
with their traditionally high birth-rates, were made the tools of 
enterprises that had almost no incentive to protect them against 
the consequences of their adherence to outdated social attitudes. 
The masses are starved and diseased today not because of their 
own shortcomings or those of their present rulers but because 
nothing has been done for generations to discourage their multi- 
plication, and nothing until recent times to insure the millions their 
daily bread. 

It may be objected that malaria, the most widespread and perhaps 
the most destructive of all diseases in South-east Asia, has nothing 
to do with poverty, that it strikes rich and poor alike wherever the 
environment permits the breeding of the Anopheles. Nevertheless, 
one cannot read the voluminous reports on the control of malaria 
in tropical Asia without seeing the connection. The point is made 
in a report of the League of Nations Health Organization on rural 
health in eastern countries, held in Bandoeng in 1937, that “the 
physical debility and mental apathy of malaria-stricken peoples will 
not permit them to respond to a general public-health programme/' 
But it is just as true to reverse the statement and to say that 
malaria takes its heaviest toll where the people have been enfeebled 
by exhaustive work in a hot and humid climate and by an insufficient 
diet. The League reports that “the greatest obstacle in the way of 
malaria control is the fact that such measures as the use of oil, 
Paris green, or drainage, cost more money than the rural com- 
munities can raise/' If this is so under the pressure of governments 
anxious to do their part, it must be equally true that preventive 
measures have not developed spontaneously in the infected areas 
because the people there never have lived other than from hand to 
mouth and their homes have never been constructed to keep them 
comfortable, since even that has been altogether beyond their 
means. 

Debility and want are responsible for many of the alleged moral 
failings of Indonesians and Malays which the apologists for 
exploitatory regimes have adumbrated in so many volumes. Physical 
weakness and a low metabolism are not, of course, in themselves 
responsible for moral qualities, any more than is a tropical climate. 
But the high standards of behaviour which have evolved in the 
course of social living for many generations suffer and may even 
break down when environmental conditions deteriorate and a sense 
of injustice or frustration combines with hunger and neglect to 
lower both the physical and the moral resistance. Thus poorly 
balanced diets, neglected homes, carelessness in hygiene, over- 
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indulgence when the occasion permits, are linked with disease and 
irresponsibility in a vicious circle. Fissures develop in the social 
organization; customary law and the advice of the elders are 
treated with disrespect. We are conscious of such deterioration in 
the mores when it occurs suddenly after a major catastrophe — as, 
for example, in Germany after the last war. It is more difficult to 
recognize it when it grows slowly over several generations, as it 
did in the case of the American Indians. That it can be arrested 


when recognized we have ample proof. 

In recent years social scientists have paid more attention to the 
relation between changes in material circumstances and the 
emotional life of individuals and groups. A good deal has beep 
written about the sex customs of Asiatics, but in their case it is 
often falsely assumed that the observed attitudes and habits arc 
static. Only glimpses are given us in the literature of what happens 
to courtship and family life, and to the mores associated with sex 
when a modern school system breaks in upon the established 
sanctions of behaviour, when money prestige has come to challenge 
the prestige of age and experience, when large-scale enterprise 
pulls youth out of the self-sufficient farm family or tempts it from 
the relative security of old-time farm practices. Only gradually in 
recent times has some sort of normal family life been re-introcluced 
on the plantations. For some generations the native or alien Oriental 
labour groups recruited to work on them were herded like cattle; 
and the resulting demoralization still has its effects. 

We should know a great deal more also in another neglected 
" ’ ’ r • -'--'--i — 1 study — the emotional and hence the social 
. . ■ Famine is not, of course, a modern pheno- 


menon introduced by the exactions of foreigners in tropical Asia, 
Despite the lavishness of nature, catastrophes and wars of conquest 
have taken their toll throughout history. But the colonial expan- 
sion of the West contributed to the rise of land values in the 
sections favourable for the production of commercial crops; it 
encouraged the growth of population, for long periods took more 
in taxes than it put into the colonies, and introduced a cleavage 
between classes that led to absentee landlordism and onerous new 
charges on the native economy. The substitution of money payment 
for barter in itself was a disturbing influence since it created 
indebtedness on the one hand and an ever-increasing demand, on 
the other, for new articles of consumption that had to be imported 
and added to the drain of exports. 

Differences in the ways which the different ethnic groups of South- 
east Asia have adopted to adjust themselves to the new demands 
made on their economy through the influence of modern enterprise 
have sometimes been explained with racial characteristics, and 
sometimes also with reference to the character of the * n3 ?ente 
culture. Tagalogs have been drawn into modern society xn one 
way Ilocanos in another. A dozen different ethnic groups m Celebes 
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show a dozen different forms of response to the demand for taxes. 
But the greatest influence on these various reactions undoubtedly 
has been the relative sense of security enjoyed by the various 
groups. Where hunger and want are just around the corner, simple- 
minded people find it difficult indeed to abandon the modes of 
behaviour, the methods of production, the religious sanctions, and 
the accustomed forms of organization, through which they have 
survived in the past. Where the resources are more prolific in rela- 
tion to the population’s needs, people are more receptive to new 
ideas. 

One might expect the inhabitants of a barren hill country in 
the Shan States of Burma to be more conservative than those of the 
rich river deltas where the soil yields several crops a year. But 
actually, with a population density adjusted to the local resources, 
some of the hill people have been more easily led into the adoption 
of modern ideas than were the frightened denizens of overcrowded 
rice-growing communities, for whom even the smallest departure 
from tradition in their main economic activities might mean the 
death of whole villages. One cannot sufficiently stress the intimate 
relation between physical well-being and mental receptivity. 

Schools or No Schools? 

This brings us to the second great area of governmental concern 
in native welfare — that of education. Of no large population in 
South-east Asia can it be said today that it is “steeped in tradition” 
—as that phrase was understood a generation ago. Everywhere the 
schoolmaster has established himself at least in the larger towns; 
everywhere contacts outside the tribal boundaries have grown to 
the point where many inhabitants have directly or indirectly 
experienced something of the material culture of a different world. 

The peasant in Malaya or Indo-China who for the first time 
travels on a bus shows much the same wavering between fear and 
delight as any other simple person would in the same circumstances. 
In an astonishingly short time the timid jungle dweller who has 
never been far from the barnyard noises of bus native village will 
have become a disciplined and courageous soldier, provided that his 
experiences at the barracks have enough pleasurable elements to 
outweigh his fears. But too often the poor peasant’s and woods- 
man’s contacts with modern civilization are those of the simpleton 
who is fleeced of what he has and of the defenceless person who 
is robbed. His reaction will be different. His emotions will pull him 
back into the safety of the familiar environment with its sanction 
of “what has always been,” with its satisfying ritual. His reason 
will tell him that to be safe he must master that new knowledge 
which, in the bands of others, makes him a victim of their greed. 
He, too, will seek that new power if he thinks and talks with others 
about it; but his search will be more circumspect and easily arrested 
by new dangers. 
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With all their consideration for native traditions, modern govern- 
ments in tropical Asia cannot but aid the necessary adjustment: 
their task is to break the hold of the ancestors on the living genera- 
tion, but not to break the integrity of that generation’s emotional 
life, its spirit. Whatever may have been thought possible in the 
earlier stages of contact between East and West, we now know that 
it is utterly impossible to train human beings to function efficiently 
in. modern phases of the national life while they remain tradition- 
minded in the so-called native — more correctly, unattached, 
neglected — phases. There is a cultural pluralism in all modern 
societies, a healthy expression of the flux between nations and 
continents that characterizes the age we live in. But the so-called 
cultural dualism of the colonies is balanced precariously between 
two ways of life that permit no easy' harmonization. The cultural 
growth of the indigenous people could be directed toward that 
realm of attitudes, habits, beliefs, and practices which the master 
race, from the standpoint of its own security, considers desirable 
— but only if all the rest of that realm also were opened to the 
people by means of suitable incentives. You cannot have the 
attentiveness of the modern servant, the ingenuity of the modern 
mechanic, the efficiency of the modern clerk, unless you are willing 
to concede the rewards, material and emotional, that go with a 
satisfying functioning in our complex, highly organized modem 
economic life. 

The attempt to bring the brown man of the tropics into the 
realm of world economy on a basis of free participation and 
adequate compensation cannot succeed if at the same time he is 
to be held within the confines of his traditional culture. The area 
in which he can express his cultural heritage, in which it is possible 
for his theocratic and even animistic ideology to prevail, without 
unfitting him for participation in the modern side of the dualisdc 
set-up of the colonies, is shrinking fast. Visit the temples and 
mosques, the shrines and monasteries, and you will find that they 
are not impervious to the winds of new learning. Even there, in the 
citadels of old Asia, a transmutation of values is taking place. In 
order to hold contemporary youth the religious teacher must be 
ready to answer personal problems that did not exist in former 
rimes, must know something of the world without the hallowed 
precincts of the institution if only to counter forces of which he 
docs not approve. 

In every-day life the religious leaders no longer find it possible to 
insist on the observance of every last rite, every holiday, every 
dietary prescription: like our own religions teachers on the West 
they insist more and more on the essential virtues. There has been 
a great decrease in the number of pilgrims to Mecca during the 
last pre-war decade. Although this is sufficiently explained by the 
economic depression, it is also true that despite the rising tide of 
nationalism there has developed some sort of Mohammedan 


equivalent of a movement “Away from Rome.” Inter-marriage 
between believers and non-believers is more frequent. In their 
moral teaching, the exponents of the great faiths are coming closer 
together, Popular disapproval of cruelty is gaining; the status of 
womanhood is rising; and in many places the trend toward common 
sense and mutual tolerance in human relations is strong. 

It follows that there is no longer the sharp contrast between the 
religious and the secular systems of education which existed when 
the one served exclusively the conservation of the cultural heritage 
and the other the purpose of fitting its pupils for modern life. 
Indeed, there are now inevitable cross-purposes in the school policies 
of colonial governments. Looking at the economic turnover in pre- 
war years of such countries as Indo-China, Netherlands India, or 
British Malaya (not the respective budgets), it can hardly -be con- 
tended that popular education occupied a prominent place in the 
national finances. In each of these countries there were those who 
complained that the educational system existed largely for the 
purpose of discouraging a thirst for modern knowledge. This criti- 
cism is not perhaps objectively valid but significant for the attitude 
of ambitious youth, especially in the more affluent indigenous 
classes. 

The educational problem in colonial and semi-colonial countries 
is, of course, the same in one respect as that in other countries with 
a strong class division: how to make inexpensive talents available 
for many tasks that require a certain amount of knowledge — 
literacy, for example — and yet not stimulate intellectual curiosity 
to the point where members of the lower classes might aspire to 
functions in society which the upper classes wish to reserve for 
themselves. This dilemma is obscured by a thousand diversions in 
a thousand reports, but it is unmistakable once the concrete ques- 
tions which such reports raise and discuss are analyzed. One may 
also paraphrase it by asking the question: how may the human 
mind be freed from ignorance and superstition to a certain point 
and then be arrested? 

The typical answer to this question in colonial Asia was to go 
ahead as far as necessary to produce the required degree of ability 
and specific knowledge, and then simply to cut off all opportunity 
for further learning. To justify such a procedure it was only neces- 
sary to proclaim that, alas, the native people are so constituted that 
they can never reach real mental maturity : they progress to a cer- 
tain age of adolesence (sometimes the age of twelve is named, some- 
times that of fifteen) and then suddenly drop off, retaining only 
with difficulty a little of the knowledge acquired up to that point. 
A French educator in Indo-China assured me that, among the 
Ahnamese, there was not only standstill but a rapid decline of 
mental capacity about the age of fifteen. Of the Javanese it is said 
that they are precocious and may outstrip European children of 
their own age; but after adolescence they become dull and unrecep- 
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tive to new ideas. (Similar statements are often heard in the United 
States _ about Negroes or Mexicans — sometimes also about other 
minorities. Elaborate mental tests are cited in proof, but in these no 
allowance is made for differences in social background and the 
respective degrees of encouragement and discouragement experi- 
enced by students of the different groups.) 

There are also some who, on the contrary, deplore all the evident 
eagerness of the colonial people for learning — on the ground that 
it can only lead to discontent and eventually to social unrest. The 
evidence which they present is not very scientific: the * Veritable 
passion for learning” which a Philippine educator said he had 
observed was found, on further questioning, to be mainly a desire of 
members of certain classes to pass examinations so as to become 
eligible for the civil service. Sometimes it is an emotional reaction to 
the pressure exerted by the authorities to steer native students into 
vocational courses where their opportunities of rising to political 
prominence would be small. The existing disproportion in several 
countries of South-east Asia between graduates of high schools or 
colleges and suitable jobs does not show that there are too many 
schools, or even enough. It merely shows that too many students 
are trained for professions that are' not under present circumstances 
open to them. It is not longer true, whatever may have been the 
case a generation or two ago, that indigenous students in South-east 
Asia study only for a diploma and the status of gentlemen. Many 
among them are imbued with genuine and not too extravagant pro- 
fessional ambitions; many are inspired by genuine humanitarian or 
patriotic ideals. 

In recent years, vocational outlets for educated natives have in- 
creased. The greater variety of vocational choices among those who 
have received a higher education results from an increase in the 
vocational requirements of large-scale enterprises and the growth of 
cities. The old-time employer had little interest in popular education. 
It cost money, imposed troublesome prohibitions on the employment 
of children, created tastes that led to demands for higher earnings, 
and made labour less docile. But the more enlightened manager 
desires more “docility” — in the original meaning of the word: a 
teachability which presupposes at least a small amount of schooling. 
Valuable properties are in danger of damage through ignorance. 
Processes of production are more intricate than they used to be and 
require the workers’ intelligent co-operation. . Competition . has 
become keener and, wherever possible, it is desirable to substitute 
indigenous or alien Asiatic for European skilled labour and sub- 
management. 

No educator in the world can give these modem employers what 
they want without giving them something more: a self-respectmg 
working class that wants . some of the good things of life which tech- 
nical progress makes possible. Hence, when they express much con- 
cern over the “inner conflicts” of native society, the more conserve 
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tive colonial administrators often display their own. If the dual 
economy is to be maintained, there must be a ruthless repression of 
cultural advance. But it is already too late for that. The apparatus 
of living, even in the tropics, has become too involved to be managed 
by pre-industrial policies. Only a large forward step toward internal 
democracy, whatever the external form of government, can insure 
social harmony. 

A New Trend in Colonial Policy 

The examples taken in the previous pages of this chapter from the 
fields of public health and education must suffice to indicate the 
author’s conviction that “good government” is not practically pos- 
sible within the framework of colonialism. 

There is no simple contrast between efficiency and inefficiency, 
success and failure; but always the question must be asked; effi- 
ciency in what, success for whom? It is of the very essence of colonial 
and semi-colonial government that its policies are dominated by 
large economic interests. These interests may not be hostile to, and 
temporarily may even coincide with, a genuine desire of the authori- 
ties to give the native welfare precedence over other claims. But 
there can be no permanent and complete integration of purposes 
so opposite, even in Malaya and in the Netherlands Indies with the 
proved humanitarian sincerity of the respective governments. 
Colonial empires, under whatever name, remain the largest and most 
complete demonstration areas of class government because in them 
class differences are reinforced by differences in colour. 

The British Labour Party in a recent declaration demands aboli- 
tion of the colour bar “in every shape or form” in territories for the 
laws and administration of which Parliament is responsible. This 
means trusteeship in its most absolute form, where the trustee no 
longer even indirectly seeks to advance the interests of his own kith 
and kin, in whose behalf the colonial obligation was assumed in the 
first place. One might put aside declarations of this sort as expres- 
sions of idealistic sentiment that bind nobody were it not for the 
fact that the British Government, largely under the urge of 
organized labour, actually has established a Colonial Development 
and Welfare Fund for the promotion of education and health and to 
aid economic developments of primary importance for the welfare 
of the native peoples. Indeed, like the Netherlands .Indian Govern- 
ment, it has already accomplished a great deal in the improvement 
of native industries and native farming that is manifestly not de- 
signed for the profit of the European investors and business interests. 
Actions of this sort arc either short-lived compromises or indications 
of what amounts to a revolution in colonial policy. If they are mani- 
festations of a native-centred policy an entirely new orientation of 
basic attitudes toward imperial relationships must follow. 

This is not the place for a discussion of colonial theories, but it 
is worth noting that several of the metropolitan governments have 
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already proclaimed that the Atlantic Charter necessitates no drastic 
change in the policies which they have pursued in their dependencies 
for some time. According to them, all that concerted international 
planning can do is to speed a process of transformation already well 
nnder way. This view is strengthened by the insistence that a joint 
international guarantee for peace and order in the colonial regions 
of the world must take the place of tire protection hitherto afforded 
by imperial systems or commonwealths. Even before the present war 
it was evident that the era of international rivalry in the exploitation 
of dependent territories and subject peoples as mainstays of the 
power of great nations was over. Subject and dominant peoples alike, 
throughout die world, felt in need of a stability in their economic 
life which only a genuine pooling of their interests could bring 
about. With the aggressive movement of colonial expansion which 
the Axis powers alone strove to revive there is dying the hopeless 
compromise of conflicting purposes that characterized the era of 
“ethical” colonial policies. 

It is true that in some quarters there still lingers the concept of 
empire made up in part of aggressive, modern population groups 
chiefly interested in mass production for an international market, 
and in part of a native population, segregated as much as possible 
for its own protection. The “museum” idea of pre-industrial cultures 
and of the appropriate policies for preserving them arose when 
socially sensitive Westerners first became aware of the brutality of 
the systems of administration in far places. With their uneasy social 
conscience combined die uneasy aesthetic conscience of those who 
saw the old cultures with their ancient arts go down under the wheels 
of modern industry, as it invaded country after country with its 
leavening and skill-destroying mass products. Leave the indigenous 
peoples alone, was a cry that found a ready echo in the minds of 
those owners of large estates, mines, and other modern enterprises, 
who could use a humanitarian motive to support their preference for 
the more efficient imported Indian or Chinese labour. It was also 
helpful as an argument to those who wished to obstruct movements 
of independence — on the plea that the charming ways and the 
beautiful arts of the aborigines surely were going to be destroyed 
if dominant and economically aggressive native groups were to gain 
the right to rule over them. 

Under the impact of the present war all the soiled and shopworn 
arguments for “adjustments’' between die incompatible interests of 
native groups and their exploiters are exposed to the public view for 
the self-delusions they are. Foreign domination in die spirit of 
trusteeship cannot also be foreign domination to preserve a valuable 
“possession” in behalf of European investors. Administration of a 
dependency with a view primarily to its trade and resources cannot 
also be administration for the purpose of bringing about self-gov- 
ernment at the earliest possible rime. Competitive production for the 
world market is not production of highest economic benefit to the 
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native people — except to the extent that they demand imported com- 
modities to enrich their standard of living. Mass production at low 
wages makes for an excess of exports over imports; a “favourable 
balance of trade” is achieved in the nonsensical meaning attached 
to that term by those colonial economists who see its highest attain- 
ment when the indigenous people are deprived of all they have, their 
natural resources, their labour, their freedom, and their happiness. 

It is against these misconceptions and false doctrines that en- 
lightened world opinion is now turning. A speeding up of production 
with cheap labour in the tropics benefits the Occidental peoples no 
more than does sweated labour at home. Most of the Western coun- 
tries have taken steps to exclude immigration from the 
Orient so as to protect their workers against the com- 
petition of sweated labour. But the competition offered by 
die products of that cheap labour continues, reducing 
employment in the countries with higher living standards 
and at the same time precluding an expansion of the market for 
their own products to the millions of Asiatics who hardly as yet are 
customers for manufactured commodities at all. In spite of the 
greatly expanded producing capacity of the industrial countries after 
this war, the workers are doomed to a period of severe unemploy- 
ment unless the one colossal gap in the world's economic inter- 
relations is closed— that is, unless the millions yet living in a pre- 
industrial stage of development are freed from the shackles of their 
abysmal poverty and helped to enter the world market as consumers. 

There is, in short, no possibility of economic recovery after this 
war if the world as a whole' continues to be divided into two sharply 
distinct branches of the human family: those who participate in 
modern production and are on the way to attaining modem stand- 
ards of consumption; and those who "potter” in the fields of a pre- 
carious self-sufficiency, occasionally work at starvation wages, and 
are closer to the stone age in their living standards than to the age 
of the Ladies 9 Home Journal . Political freedom is secondary; free- 
dom from want is the first plank in any reasonable international 
programme of emancipation. It cannot be attained without effort 
that takes time— but it comes first, just the same. 

There is prima facie need, then, for some form of international, 
interracial, and intercultural co-operation to strengthen the tendency 
already at work in the colonial systems — feebly in most but more 
pronounced in some — to rid themselves of an untenable duality of 
purpose and policy. One may find fault with the language used by 
this or that advocate of a new international system. The British 
Prime Minister is not alone in believing that the British Empire is 
not yet ready for "liquidation.” But those who sincerely desire a 
basis of assured peace when the present disturbers of the peace have 
been beaten do not, for the most part, differ in their ideas about 
the prerequisites. No better proofs of this are needed than that of 
the United Nations' common statement of war aims, and again in 
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the report of the United Nations* Conference on Food and Agricul- 
ture. There are diehards in all countries who will to the last oppose 
measures that menace their special privileges. But they can be de- 
feated by a combination of democratic and forward-looking forces. 
Just what that combination may be in the part of the world with 
which we are here concerned will be considered in the next and last 
chapter. 


CHAPTER XIV 

POSSIBILITIES OF REGIONAL COLLABORATION 

A s the active campaign for the re-occupation of South-east Asia 
begins, the trend hi policy discussed in the last chapter assumes a 
new international importance. That trend, formulated as a war aim, 
becomes the weapon most relied upon to insure the adherence to 
the United Nations of the indigenous peoples of all that region. 
There is no longer any question that the Atlantic Charter, to which 
most of them subscribed, is intended to be global in scope, though 
some difference in judgment is permissible as to means and as to 
the time that must be allowed to reach self-government. 

When read in conjunction with other parts of the declaration, 
“the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under 
which they will live” is conditioned but not limited. Among other 
things, there must be an orderly procedure, internationally guaran- 
teed, providing safeguards for such international rights and obliga- 
tions as free access ro trade and raw materials, freedom of the seas, 
and general mutual protection against aggression. The procedure for 
attaining self-government must be in harmony with “rhe fullest col- 
laboration between all nations in the economic field with the object 
of securing, for all, improved labour standards, economic advance- 
ment, and social security.” This alone would seem to preclude a 
sudden severing of existing economic bonds that have served to 
guarantee the livelihood of a large part of the colonial population. 
Nor can these purposes be fulfilled by simply re-apportioning 
colonial possessions between “have” and “have not” countries. 

Positively stated, the Atlantic Charter, as amplified by subsequent 
declarations of United Nations policy, requires of the imperial 
powers something more difficult even than the cutting off of some 
of their possessions or the grant to them of a more favourable status 
if they should choose to remain within the imperial system. The 
shift from “possession” — with the implicit right to exploitation— to 
“trusteeship,” long conceded in principle by the larger imperial 
powers, is now seen as only a step from exclusive imperial control 
to some distant but nevertheless firmly envisaged world control. The 
transition period may be long. But in the interest of stability it 



must be one of definite and graded progress toward the goal; and 
at each stage there must be a clear-cut new conciliation between the 
old and the new policies that go with a change in the relations be- 
tween sovereign and subject, between state and state. Objects which 
in theory may appear to be contradictory neverdieless must during 
this transition be combined in one set of purposes : imperial econo- 
mic stability and resolute advance of native participation, solidity of 
the imperial structure and world security, regard for historS: affilia- 
tions — m trade or language or administrative methods — and regard 
for growth of the area of international co-operation. 

Obligation toward the whole world in the relations between the 
constituent parts of an imperial system is not new. Its violation, as 
under the Ottawa Agreement of 1932, has always proved disastrous 
in recent times. I11 many things, the field of international joint 
action and mutual responsibility is, of course, far more advanced 
today than it was at the end of the last war. One only needs to think 
of such matters as treatment of minorities, contract labour, protec- 
tion of particular classes of people, allocation of quotas, currency 
agreements to uphold values, the network of ti " ' T 
public health provisions of various kinds, not to ( ,1 

and economic arrangements which recognize the principle of 
mutuality but which m practice have been much less successful. 

In every instance the question arises how and to what extent 
such abrogation of absolute sovereignty — since that is what it 
amounts to — can be compensated for by an international security 
system. In view of the early events in this war, it may be questioned 
whether the imperial system really did afford any security: and in 
retrospect one may even wonder now it could ever have been sup- 
posed to do so. Nevertheless, within each imperial structure such 
mutual reliance did exist and contributed not a little to stability, 
smooth trade relations, and some protection for the indigenous 
peoples. The Interdependence of areas, united in a single political 
structure, bridged climates and cultures and, imperfect as it was, 
tended to become less one-sided than it had been at the start. 
Through their common interest in the stability and improvement 
of the empire’s economic structure, white and coloured colonials, 
East and West, experienced a mutuality of interest, though fully 
conscious of their differences as producers and investors, as em- 
ployers and labourers, as profiting and losing with high prices on 
colonial products, as members of an ethnic group held in subjection 
and as members of the ruling group. The area of common interest 
grew when white and coloured colonials came more often to fulfil 
similar economic functions, as merchants, as producers, as bankers, 
as civil servants. Colonial economies started, as the native cultures 
did, fi 1 ■ , brought the phase of still some- 
what . ■ until the processes of gaining 

wealtl , ■ ± ,:ed that it Is possible to speak 

of great export "industries” in the dependencies. When that stage 
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was reached, the caste system was bound to break down eventually 
because it was — and is — irreconcilable with the technical demands. 


The Growth of Interdependence 
If it had not been for the calamitous breach of the peace 1>y a 
feudal Asiatic empire equipped with modern weapons, the social 
relations of the colonies of South-east Asia would probably have 
been modernized by natural stages. And with the gradual inter- 
changing and sharing of economic interests and functions on the 
part of natives and foreigners, coloured and white, the political 
relations also would have changed; there would have been more 
and more recognition for the growing interdependence of the dif- 
ferent parts of the empire and of the races that compose it. lhat 
slow democratization of the internal relations was given a new 
stimulus by the war. Even before the war, the more i'oresighted 
statesmen recognized the insufficiency of imperial defences. Econo- 
mic and political interdependence in an age ol global strategy could 
not with impunity be limited by the historical accidents that deter- 
mined the distribution of sovereignty the world over. A comprehen- 
sive international structure of mutual defence was necessary; but 
even that was not enough — there also had to be a joint advance in the 
opening up of new resources, a wider community of interest in the 
raising of those dangerously low levels of life and liberty which in 
this new era were liable to become hotbeds of spreading discontent. 
The imperial powers, with all their long experience in the construc- 
tive solution of administrative problems, no longer could cope with 
the ever-growing disparity between the demands of world opinion 

including that in their own home countries — and the political and 

social status quo in their dependencies. 

It is not because of the present war but as an outcome of develop- 
ments much longer in the making that the imperial powers must 
relinquish some of their sovereign powers if they themselves would 
survive and prosper. They know it and do not attempt to resist the 
inevitable. All they ask is that the eventual integration ot the 
separate imperial and commonwealth organizations in a larger 
r ' ' rankfltinn shall not be over-hasty— with incalculable risks 


world organization shall not be over-hasty- 
to material and cultural values now sup pc. — - - y 

authority of states; that it shall proceed without detriment to me 
safety and welfare of those politically untrained peoples whose pro- 
tection presents for the mother countries a sacred obligation; that 
the transformation of this trusteeship into a partnership watched 
over by a larger international board of guardians, shall not be inter- 
rupted by irresponsible outside interference. t . , 

With a reliable world organization, the demolition of the colon 1 
svstem” is hardly a constructive proposal. A dissolution ot the exist- 
ing colonial empires would only produce the most dangerouskmd 
of regionalism. Instead of an intricate network of common intMtttt 
spanning wide differences in race, religion, technical achievement 
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social custom, language, and livelihood, there would be created 
political structures— perhaps loose federations at first, tending to 
become empires under the hegemony of some strong power within 
the region — unified in some of these respects and in stark opposition 
to other such regional structures elsewhere. From the undeveloped 
hut growing community of interest between Occidental and 
Oriental peoples, more in particular, there would be a return to the 
fanaticism of the middle ages : a racially or culturally more homo- 
geneous East would challenge the world leadership of the West. 
For this reason, if for no other, sincere defenders of the colonial 
system tell us, it would be folly to give up the relative security which 
the mutual responsibilities within the far-flung Occidental-Oriental 
empires afford before a global security system has evolved, and this 
in established practice with all the necessary implements of control 
— and not only on paper. 

Speeches have been made in the British Parliament complaining 
about the thoughtlessness of Americans who discuss “independence’' 
in such regions as South-east Asia without regard to the difficulties 
which the dissolution of the colonial systems would entail. In other 
parts of the world this caution, unfortunately, has given the impres- 
sion that the leading political circles in Great Britain — and in other 
metropolitan homelands, too — did not take the Atlantic Charter 
seriously enough. Reasonable persons, even among those most 
ardently working for world democracy, do not advocate a sudden 
change and are not inclined to quarrel too much over tire length of- 
time it must take to accomplish the purpose; but they do insist that 
self-rule — economic and social no less than political — is the avowed 
common aim to which all colonial policies henceforth must be bent. 
That aim docs not preclude the continued operation of scattered 
imperial commonwealths if their survival seems best suited to guar- 
antee order and to insure progress; but it involves a definite if 
graded advance of hitherto dependent peoples in representative 
government. A “token” of democracy, that is, a parliamentary type 
of legislation with very limited powers and an even more limited 
franchise (as in Burma), may in some instances have to do at first. 
But from the start provision will be needed to facilitate a gradual 
widening of both the powers and the franchise, until complete 
autonomy has been attained. Those who take this view are well 
aware that such a process has not yet matured or even been assured 
in all _ of the supposedly self-governing countries of the world — not 
even in the United States, which speaks so loudly for democracy 
and yet permits large minorities to be kept disfranchised solely on 
racial grounds. But the purpose of mending matters is gaining 
ground. To quote President Roosevelt, who in turn was quoting 
Thomas Jefferson (April 14, 1943); 

“Pie believed, as we believe, that men are capable of their own 
government, and that no king, no tyrant, no dictator can govern 
them as wisely as they can govern for themselves.” 
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This book happens to be about South-east Asia; were it about 
some other region, it would be evident that other nations, too, have 
yet to travel a long way before they can be said to have put their 
democratic principles into practice. However, there must of neces- 
sity be wide variations in methods and programmes before that is 
accomplished. It would be folly to forecast without the most 
careful local studies how the Indonesians, the Malayans, the 
Annamese, the Burmese, and others, under the conditions that 
dominate their economic and social life, can best be helped to 
achieve full autonomy. All we can do here is to consider some ques- 
tions that affect the process as a whole and the fortunes of all the 
diverse peoples that make up the population of South-east Asia. 

The colonial powers now established there share with each other 
and with other powers the right to determine the future political 
status of their subjects. They will retain the exclusive right of 
sovereignty and of administration, hut some of their unfinished 
colonial tasks will merge in the larger setting of a world organization. 
That in permitting any kind of world authority to influence its 
policies and practices a government incurs risks goes without saying. 
But against these must be set the even greater risks of continuing 
imperial rivalries unmodified by international agreements — rivalries 
which in themselves make for reaction and timidity in the grant 
of civil rights. No great outside power, like the United States or the 
Soviet Union, will want to guarantee the security of political struc- 
tures the purposes of which are inimical to their own principles. 
This matter, indeed, is so important that, unless recognized in 
time, the whole idea of international mutual guarantees for the 
perpetuation of existing sovereignties and imperial relationships 
may prove illusory. At least a minimum of political reconstruction 
has to be assured. 

South-east Asia, again to restrict the argument to the region con- 
sidered in this book, abounds in anomalies of political map-making. 
For example, northern Burma and northern Indo-China contain 
highland areas and population groups that have more in common 
with each other and with similar areas and populations in Thailand 
than either has with the particular country of which it is a part. 
Southern Thailand is separated from Malaya only by a. historical 
accident which should not determine for all time the political affilia- 
tion of these neighbouring and related peoples; but the clumsy 
rectification attempted by the enemy in handing four of the most 
purely Malay states with a population of about a million over to 
Thailand will not do. Although the Netherlands Indian Govern- 
ment, by adopting the name “Indonesian,” long infamous because 
of its nationalist connotation, has tried to emphasize the unity of 
its heterodox population, clearly in Borneo its subjects are closely 
related to those who live under the British flag, and some of the 
peoples of Sumatra are in race, culture, and economic status more 
closely related to Malaya than to Java or Celebes, The Moham- 


medan Moros of the Philippines have far more in common in their 
history and culture with the coast Malays of Borneo than with, say, 
tlie Tagalogs. The great Chinese minorities of Cochin-China, Thai- 
land, Malaya, Java, and tlie Philippines, can hardly be expected to 
become completely de-sinified in their feeling and thinking. More 
important still, the question has been raised; why should the nation- 
less peoples of the region — those assumedly backward, groups which 
have never., been given even the smallest share in the government of 
tlie state that rules over them — have to go through the long and 
tedious process of becoming national citizens, with all the mutual 
exclusiveness and arbitrary fixation of social interests which that 
implies? Must European history be repeated and South-east Asia 
be subdivided into so many independent states, each composed of 
a multitude of tribes with conflicting interests? Or can the region’s 
present political immaturity be turned to good account by leading 
these millions of unschooled peasants straight from their relative 
isolation into a more inclusive co-operative commonwealth? 

Wc are so accustomed to think of nationalism in relation to incor- 
porated states that it is difficult for us to visualize nations which 
for scores of generations have been dispersed. After the last war, the 
existence of such nations in Europe led to the somewhat arbitrary 
fixation of boundaries between newly recognized states, each 
equipped with full sovereignty. After this war, many hold, it should 
be possible to devise a scheme more in conformity with the actual 
situation. And this especially in the new areas of materializing 
nationalist aspirations. Why should the people of Celebes, of Min- 
danao, of Laos, and of the Chin Hills in Burma have to go through 
the process of acquiring a political national consciousness for which 
the predisposing traits are entirely lacking in their experience? And 
is not in our own lives the power of the political state challenged 
today by other law-giving institutions in ways wholly alien to the 
thinking of the signers of the Constitution? The life of the Burman 
or the Indonesian is ruled even more than our lives are in the West 
by economic bonds that have the force of law. Why squeeze it into 
the formulas of an outdated political kind of thinking? 

No one who contemplates with detachment the debacle of nine- 
teenth-century nationalism in the present global war will wish to 
re-establish it on an even grander scale. He will not wish to see 
additional millions, hitherto held in subjection, achieve independ- 
ence in the orthodox meaning of that term. He will rather stress the 
fact of interdependence. 

Organs of International Collaboration 

Giving full weight to the arguments for continuing the present 
political affiliations — with only such border adjustments as may be 
mutually agreed—there is need for greater international unity in 
matters pertaining to native welfare; and this includes considera- 
tions of external trade, of military and naval security, of communi- 
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cations and of shipping, as well as the more narrowly conceived 
elements of prosperity and the good life. To bring about such unity 
without doing violence to the separate needs and aspirations of the 
peoples of South-east Asia means a departure from that cautious 
political isolationism which has ruled the relations between the 
colonial powers. Some of their leading statesmen shudder at the 
very thought of having to submit their legislative plans and adminis- 
tive programme to joint organs of international authority less in- 
timately acquainted than they are with the conditions out of which 
these proposals spring. But the necessity for sharing experience and 
counsel is no longer open to question. The sad decay of the man- 
date system, which in its main lines was well-conceived, illustrates 
how easily an instrument of international policy can fail of its pur- 
pose when the ghosts of national selfishness pop out of every imperial 
cupboard. A joint instrument of watchfulness, fully equipped to 
enforce international agreement, alone can render safe a divided 
exercise of authority by the different sovereign states. 

There are in South-east Asia a number of especially attractive 
possibilities for the functioning of joint organs in behalf of either 
some or all of the governments in that region. Such agencies, how- 
ever, as history has shown, will function successfully only when the 
various governments fully recognise the advantage ol making com- 
mon cause with their neighbours and with other interested powers. 
With the existing state of jealousy, it may be necessary at first to 
limit the activities of such agencies to study and advice. Colonel 
Oliver Stanley, the British Colonial Secretary, speaks of a network 
of regional commissions for consultation and collaboration. To avoid 
even rhe appearance of the much-feared “super-government,” they 
need not, to begin with, he bound together under a single adminis- 
tration. The different governments would continue in most things 
to act independently— until perhaps at some future time a partial 
overlapping of authority and the magnitude of the total area or 
joint activity already achieved would produce a strong call tor 
greater cohesion. , 

Only in one respect would there seem to he an immediate neces- 
sity for a joint regional administrative organ in South-east Asia: 
after the recapture of the mandated areas, their government may 
perhaps best be entrusted to a single responsible agency. # lhat 
agency need not introduce the principle of direct administration by 
an international authority global in scope; instead, it may well 
represent the joint authority of the governments m the region and 
those with special interests in it. Taking over at the start the 
Japanese mandates in South-east Asia— the Mananas, the Carolines, 
and the Marshall Islands— such a joint authority may eventual y 
prove so efficient that some of the governments may voluntarily 
wish to relegate to it the administration of marginal territories in- 
habited mainly by politically immature aborigines. This might take 
place for example, if obstacles to the attainment of independence 


should arise from the inclusion in the population of a given terri- 
tory of considerable minorities that have no confidence in the dis- 
interestedness of the politically more advanced and active groups. 
Again, limited areas might be subjected to that joint authority for 
the special purpose of administering refugee settlement or other 
joint settlement projects. 

Other fields in which the desirability of greater international col- 
laboration has long been felt are those of intra-regional migration, 
combat of lawlessness (smuggling, piracy, slave traffic, drug traffic), 
regulation of shipping lanes and communications, control of 
epidemics and other public health matters. To begin with, there is, 
of course, the enormous joint war task itself and with it the task 
of shifting from military re-occupation to the re-establishment of 
normal civil government. In some instances this will entail opera- 
tions which the home government — for instance, France in the case 
of Indo-China — may find it difficult to carry through without help. 
Connected with re-occupation are also the relief and rehabilitation 
activities now being planned by the United Nations as part of the 
war effort but likely to involve programmes lasting far into the 
post-war period of international collaboration. Although some of 
the governments in South-east Asia will wish and be able to carry 
out these lengthy and involved tasks under their own unaided and 
undiluted authority, there will be need for much sharing of limited 
resources and avoidance of friction through the adoption of parallel 
policies. 

Thus the need, only vaguely sensed in the past, for a more func- 
tional international machinery of co-operation will be evident and 
even urgent in the days to come. But the very multitude of the tasks 
that call for joint effort shows that it will not 1 1 t up 

joint international agencies — perhaps, in some x city 

— with the whole world for their field of administration. The case 
for a regional set-up is much clearer today than it was ten years ago, 
and is especially clear in South-east Asia. A central international 
authority may be successful in running an international weather 
reporting service or an epidemological reporting service, but it could 
hardly go very far in the adaptation of joint international policy to 
the welfare and progress of particular population groups from the 
tropics to the Arctic Circle. A regional council, more representative 
of the governments with special interests in a given region, would 
be more intimately informed of needs and possibilities and could 
act more promptly. Among matters likely to benefit from a regional- 
ization of international authority are allocation of production 
quotas, regulation of shipping and of international migration, en- 
forcement of international labour agreements — just to mention 
some fairly obvious examples. 

Such a plan would not involve a federalization of the existing 
colonial governments — a step that is dreaded by many statesmen 
as opening the door to uncertainty as to where authority lay in a 
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given case, and for which that part of the world probably is not yet 
ripe. It would do little more man expand and systematize a col- 
laboration which, in some respects, is already well-advanced, and 
assign responsibilities in the marginal area between manifest 
national and partly international concerns. Most of these agencies 
would, of course, be affiliated also in international organizations 
with others operating similarly in other regions. 

It is difficult to see how, without • r w. s ':rVi could 

be met the world-wide demand for a ,!i : au.r i-.toi: s . - » . : s <*. d.e inter- 
dependence and mutual responsibility of nations. It would not 
supersede existing structures of government; it would not break into 
the established relations between Indo-China and France— -which 
the United States has promised to respect — between Indonesia and 
the Netherlands, or Malaya and the British Commonwealth. It 
would not detract from the political independence of Thailand or 
stand in the way of an early realization of independence by Burma 
and the Philippines. 

Joint agencies, equipped at the start with no more than advisory 
functions, may be expected, as confidence in them grew, gradually 
to develop some administrative organs, without power of legislation, 
receiving their directions from international conventions duly rati- 
fied in uie participating countries. Being related to regional heeds, 
such conventions would be more specific than those adopted for 
and by a globc-encircling group of nations. They could corres- 
pondingly be applied more directly, and their application could be 
supervised with greater respect for local differences in conditions. 

Whatever else they may do, instruments of regional co-operation 
are necessary to the fulfilment of the declared war aims of the 
United Nations in so far as they affect the relations between colonial 
powers and subject peoples. Just because no reasonable person will 
demand the immediate enfranchisement of all dependent peoples 
irrespective of their competency for self-government, democratic 
world opinion must insist that the progress toward the realization 
of that end be implemented with something more than vague 
promises. There would seem to be need for a system of inter- 
nationally administered tests by which may he ascertained from 
time to time whether a given colonial power has, in its policies and 
practices, provided its subject peoples with adequate opportunities 
for the achievement of a given stage in its guided advance to self- 
determination. The number and nature of these stages would 
necessarily differ for different population groups; and it is largely 
for this reason that a regional body, acquainted with all the facts 
and in a position to make intimate local studies, is in a better posi- 
tion to supervise the procedure than would he a distant world 

organization. _ .. 

In principle, the setting up of a regional council, to co-ordinate 
such activities as those mentioned, has already unofficially been 
agreed upon by the governments primarily concerned. On such^a 


council they will be reconciled to see represented not only the 
colonial powers with direct responsibilities in South-east Asia but 
also the independent states of that region and perhaps also other , 1 
powers with no direct responsibilities for government there. The j 
success with which Some nations have solved their minority or 
nationality problems in other parts of the world would be reason 
enough for including their representatives in an advisory capacity. > 

The subject peoples themselves should also receive some representa- I 

tion, not so much for the purpose of pressing their political claims 
as to insure that the experience and desires of the population groups 
most intimately affected will be given due weight 

While for the sake of clarity it has been argued here on an 
earlier page that the object of an early attainment of self-rule is 
distinct from the object of native welfare as pursued by all modern 
colonial governments, obviously the two aims are related. The 
development of self-governing institutions in the colonial areas of \ 

the region necessitates a corresponding social and economic I 

advance. i 

S 

Common Problems of Livelihood 

In another study ( Freedom and Welfare in South-east Asia , j 

New York, 1942) the present writer has outlined a three-dimensional j 

regional organization that would give broad recognition to the * 

need for concerted action in the political, economic, and cultural i 

fields. Only a few samples can here be given of the sort of thing i 

that may best be achieved in each of these fields by pooling both 
the resources and the resourcefulness of the various states. j 

In the improvement of economic conditions a stronger accent , 

on intra-regional trade would play its part. This, however, at best , j 
cannot assume large dimensions because the major products of j 

the different countries in South-east Asia arc so similar, and will ; 

be still more similar perhaps if greater emphasis is laid on food j 

production and if each receives additional stimulus to develop 
industries for the production of simple consumer goods. Specializa- 
tion will follow in time; but if one country of South-east Asia were 
permitted to become a principal supplier of manufactured goods 
for the others and these had to pay for their imports with agricul- 
tural and other raw materials, there would remain the same ; 

inequality in economic status that has burdened the whole region j 

in the past when it had to look for its manufactured articles to the 
Occident, to India, and to Japan. 

More important as a matter of common economic interest, there- 
fore, is the establishment of joint controls over those exports in 
which many of them share and on which many of them depend j 

for a large part of their national income : rice in the case of Indo- 
Cliina and Thailand; rubber, tin, coconut, various textile fibres such 
as kapok and jute, sugar, tobacco, and many more. When govern- 
ments so largely control trade, the automatic checks of free trade 
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no longer operate. Both production and international exchange 
must be jointly controlled if an equitable market is to be main- 
tained. The Sleeping Beauty of the fabled wealth of the Indies can 
be awakened only with the aid of extra-regional capital and extra- 
regional markets. A joint regional council would represent the 
interest of all the colonial peoples in a fair apportionment of the 
free capital and of the free markets of the world under whatever 
more inclusive world organization may grow up after the war to 
get trade going again. It would also represent the region as a whole 
in the important matter of shipping connections with the rest of 
the world and would endeavour to substitute a combined adequate 
service for the separate, competitive and wasteful services rendered 
in the past by the various shipping companies under the impetus 
of the aggressive commercial and political policies of their home 
governments. Thailand and the Philippines would benefit as much 
from an ordering of the region’s external economic relations as 
would Malaya or Timor. 

No international body can directly affect the distribution of profit 
between capital and labour. But it can bring about a substantial 
rise in the consuming power of the people through measures 
designed to raise the value of per capita production; for that means 
the use of more capital in the relation to labour power and involves 
the international How of credit. No country desires to play the part 
of large-scale exporter of raw materials while it depends for manu- 
factured goods entirely on imports, because that means inability 
to accumulate savings and, in the long run, domination by foreign 
capital. Industrialization as the answer to the central economic and 
political problem of South-east Asia docs not, however, mean that 
there must be a uniform and hasty adoption by all the region of 
grandiose plans for the building up of a rounded industrial system. 
The need, as we have seen, is for a diversity of industrial develop- 
ments and for a rate of speed in their achievement that is adjusted 
to needs and resources. Some of the countries will think primarily 
of military and naval defence; it will depend on the degree to which 
they can rely on an international security system whether other 
plans must be subordinated to this. A regional economic organisa- 
tion could prevent a scramble for foreign capital in which enter- 
prises promising the highest returns rather than the respective long- 
range requirements of a regional economic reconstruction would 
determine the flow of investments. ^ 

From the international standpoint it is important that means of 
transportation (including shipping, aviation, railways i and roads) 
basic agricultural developments, proper use of mineral and forest 
resources, and a socially advantageous employment of the available 
labour power receive precedence over speculative booms m the 
manufacture of consumer goods. The rise in standards of consump- 
tion while steady, cannot with safety be allowed to be much 
swifter than the rise in production, the budding up of native 



capital and native enterprise is necessary for a stable economic 
future of all tropical Asia. The growth of small industries, designed 
to satisfy with local raw materials and local labour those consumer 
demands which still are in the main part of the traditional ways 
of life, can best be insured in combination with a rounded agri- 
cultural life. Therefore a regional planning in which the produc- 
tion of commercial crops takes its proper place with native farming 
for local consumption and with the supply of raw materiaJs for 
native crafts and incipient small industries is more advantageous 
than a separate planning by each nation and each colony for its 
maximum share in world trade. 

There is need, then, for a central economic organization for all 
of South-east Asia, staffed with the best experts to be found, 
impartial in its supply of technical and financial assistance, financed 
from a joint development fund which would also administer outside 
governmental loans. Such pooling of plans and, to some extent, of 
resources, would go far to advance the well-being of the region 
as a whole. Greatest beneficiaries would be those population groups 
that have suffered most in the past from exploitation or simply 
from neglect. A regional international organization for that pur- 
pose would not supersede the authority of the separate governments 
but would strengthen it. By providing an element of security, it 
would make it easier for each of them to draw into every kind of 
enterprise and into every kind of administrative responsibility 
representatives of the native peoples, as part of their training for 
self-rule. 

Among specific tasks for such a regional organization, in addition 

to the administration of a joint developn - ' mention 

has already been made of supervision of ■ in large 

enterprises in so far as these are subject to international conven- 
tions. This control would extend u> the employment of contract 
labour, and insure the minima of safety and protection established 
under international labour codes. 

Migration and land settlement are other areas of joint concern 
when they involve the movement of workers between separate 
political units or, as has previously been suggested, the creation of 
joint reservations and settlements for special purposes. It is possible, 
through joint planning, to even out some of the great disparities 
in population density in relation to the supporting capacity of the 
land. There are also possibilities of large-scale temporary intra- 
regional labour migration which would help to increase production 
and to relieve population pressure. 

In connection with all such new enterprises, a regional set-up, 
mainly concerned with welfare and advance toward responsible 
self-rule, would stress all those types of organization that provide 
training in self-determination. It ^ould encourage co-operation 
within class limits and a widening participation of native labour 
with management and with public authorities in the administra- 
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tion pf productive and welfare activities. In this way, a valuable 
contribution would be made not only to social peace but also to the 
formation of habits of collaboration between members of different 
racial and culture groups. What is here proposed does not imply 
a huge programme of improvisation. There is a good deal of experi- 
ence to draw upon. 

The “Quenchless Indispensable Fire” 

, This brings us to possibilities of greater inter-cultural collabora- 
tion by means of perhaps yet other types of regional joint agencies. 
So-called nationalist movements sometimes are little more than 
aspirations toward a wider sharing of rights and responsibilities 
than the narrow tribal and community organization allows. A 
cultural nationalism ceases to be dangerous when it has construc- 
tive tasks to perform that permit co-operation between one ethnic 
group and another. Only its frustration, through an attempted 
isolation behind the ramparts of the separate tradition, leads to 
a negative and destructive attitude toward government. The cultural 
awakening of the peoples of South-east Asia, expressing itself 
mainly in new demands on the school system, in the first place 
affects the separate governments. But a regional organization can 
do much to limit the area of inter-cultural conflict by providing 
for joint deliberation of common difficulties, by bringing seemingly 
local issues into the focus of a larger setting, and by bringing out- 
side world opinion to bear on problems that can only be solved 
as a part of larger problems involving the relations between great 
religious bodies, schools of thought, and culture traditions not 
limited by political boundaries. 

Movements described as “nationalist” often are essentially 
religious. Some, as we have seen, represent a revolt of youth, some 
combine a democratic urge with reverence for inherited customs. 
“Nationalism” is, in fact, a misnomer— made unavoidable in our 
discussion by the word's accepted use. One could imagine a sort 
of cultural parliament for the region which would settle some 
of the outstanding disputes in the relations of the religious bodies 
with each other and with the governmental authorities and thus 
make for mutual understanding. Such a deliberative body would 
have only advisory powers, as far as the governments were con- 
cerned. but might contribute a great deal of sound advice on the 
harmonizing of native and metropolitan law, on cultural conserva- 
tion that does not stagnate, on school questions, on the develop- 
ment of a common regional auxiliary language, on the protection 
of religious pilgrims, on the campaign against rackets in the guise 
of religious movements, and on many other matters that intimately 
affect the lives of millions of people. Here also, a joint attack on 
problems common to the different political units of the region 
would provide priceless opportunities for the training of native 
leadership. 


A regional cultural council would create an atmosphere of toler- 
ance between people of many faiths and many tastes and ideas 
sanctioned by antiquity. It would keep the various governments 
informed of changes in customs, habits, ideas, rites, and organiza- 
tion, changes which, unattended to, might come into con- 
flict with the law. It would reduce misunderstanding and neglect 
of cultural factors. It would make easier a large forward step of 
all population groups and their government toward that economic 
and political co-operation which, after the war’s disruption of 
orderly government, will be so necessary for the re-creation of 
inner peace and stability. 

Enough has been said, perhaps, on earlier pages about the possi- 
bilities of greater political co-operation in South-east Asia to make 
it unnecessary here to discuss how a political joint council for the 
region would function and what might be expected from it. There 
is reason to hope that a clear and definite set of principles for 
regional political ' . * before long emerge from the 

joint counsels of t; 1 \ Only one thing need here be 

stressed. Tt arises from a discussion here that has been more con- 
cerned with the welfare of the native people than with any other 
aspect of the future of South-east Asia: every forward step in 
international collaboration between countries with so great a diver- 
sity of conditions and historical experience as those of this region 
requires a corresponding differentiation of functions. To hope that 
a single regional council or commission, responsible to a single 
world organization, will be able to deal adequately with all the 
diverse problems of the region that have here been named, and 
many more, is bound to produce disappointment. Only a new 
departure separating as far as possible the different responsibilities 
along functional lines can produce the needed practical results. 

It may be objected that too elaborate an organization — the 
establishment of three separate co-ordinate regional bodies as 
suggested above — would produce additional friction and invite 
additional opposition. But the contrary is more to be feared. All 
the governments of South-east Asia are hostile to forms of inter- 
national organization that threaten to impose restrictions upon 
their freedom of action. They oppose everything in the nature of 
a full-blown federal super-government. But all these governments 
may be expected to welcome an array of separate joint organs, 
and organs of world collaboration, that are designed for specific 
jobs without reducing the area of political power. Most of them 
have in the past willingly collaborated with the International 
Labour Organization, with the Health Organization of the League 
of Nations, with numerous bodies created to effect specific common 
purposes — and are willing to go considerably farther in these direc- 
tions. The world economic depression of the ’thirties has shown 
them that economically their very existence depends on making 
joint cause in the basic insurance of livelihood for their peoples. 
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Japan has shown them that even incorporation in a strong empire 
does not suffice to guarantee their freedom. 

This is not the place further to develop the opportunities and 
the difficulties of producing in South-east Asia a living peace — a 
peace in which no hand lies heavily on any group of people aspiring 
to new heights. Neither these pages nor any other writing in these 
clouded days of strife can show all the way. We can only discuss 
the general direction in which that peace is to be sought. In tropical 
Asia, Occidentals who look to the future of human relations are 
handicapped by ignorance and also by a cultivated misunderstand- 
ing. Americans have learned to see Eastern Asia almost entirely 
through the eyes of Europeans— and of a particular class of Euro- 
peans at that, those who have benefited from ownership and rule 
in that distant part of the globe. We have spoken of the far- western 
outreach of our hemisphere as the “Far East”; we have accepted 
the most reactionary European colonials’ appraisals of lands and 
peoples. We have accepted, for example, a judgment of the indi- 
genous people as “lazy*’ when they were merely too busy in their 
own rice fields and gardens to be lured by the bid of the foreign- 
owned plantations. Our travellers and exhibitors, motion picture 
producers, and fiction writers have taught 11s to regard the most 
primitive tribes as representative of populations composed of many 
millions of hard-working peasants. Our school geographies not so 
long ago pictured “the races of man” in quaint barbaric splendour 
and only the white man garbed in speckless linen. In short, our 
remoteness and our appetite for romantic nonsense have not per- 
mitted us to know what the brown and yellow people of the world 
are really like. Today we know at least this about the dwellers on 
the wide plains, in the rugged hills, and on the thousands of islands 
of tropical East Asia: about equal in number to the population 
of the United States with its dependencies, they are our comrades; 
we need their help to build a better world. 
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